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Abstract 
 
 
This project deals with the concept known as Living History. The 
intention of this research is to investigate which conditions are needed to support the 
concept of Living History and in what context it can be used.  
 
Moreover, the project attempts to map how the term Living History is 
used in both academic and non-academic settings. The research is based on empirical data, 
consisting of qualitative interviews and fieldwork. Steinar Kvale’s Seven Stages of 
qualitative interview method are used and then interpreted by the project group.  
 
The results of the investigation led us into drawing our own model of 
what might be called Living History. The model consists of four parts, namely 
reconstruction, re-enactment, demonstration and historical accuracy/authenticity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 2
Index 
 
Introduction      3  
Problem Definition      4 
Method       6 
Interview Method      10 
History of Living History     20 
Fieldwork        27 
Introduction to the Analysis     32 
Interview Analysis       34 
- Leonora Thofte, Lejre Experimental Centre:     34 
- Hanne Mogensen Bifrost:      38 
- Prindsens Hverving       42 
- Valdemars Kompagni     46 
- Mikkel Venborg Pedersen, Frilandsmuseet    48 
Interview Analysis and Fieldwork Conclusion    50 
Theoretical Base of The Model     55 
Discussion       63 
Conclusion       70 
Resume       71 
Group Dynamics      72 
Bibliography       73 
Appendix       75 
- Appendix 1      75 
- Appendix 2      81 
- Appendix 3      93 
- Appendix 4      100 
- Appendix 5      107 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 3
Introduction 
 
This project started with an interest in finding out what the term Living 
History stands for. On the one side we have open air museums and theme parks using 
live people who demonstrate some kind of historical event or particular time period. 
On the other side we have groups of people re-enacting the past for their own interest 
and benefit. Museums have the responsibility for their broad audience to present the 
past in an accurate and authentic way; but what about the amateurs? 
 
The question arises whether both sides could come under the term of 
Living History and whether it is the right term to use when describing the 
phenomenon. It is possible to find some literature on open air museums, although 
little has been written about private re-enactment groups. We therefore decided that 
our project should be based on empirical research. We have conducted several 
interviews with people representing both sides of the matter, namely academics from 
museums and amateurs belonging to re-enactment groups.  In order to gain more 
understanding of our research subject we have also visited a Viking market in Ishøj 
and a re-enactment show at the Lejre Experimental Centre.  
 
During the process of investigation we have received useful information 
and it has led us into drawing our own model of what might be called a collection of 
conditions to better understand Living History.  
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Problem Definition 
 
The Council of Westphalia was a meeting of historians, archaeologists 
and representatives from the re-enactment world that expressed concern for the lack 
of a definition of something they called Living History. They were also concerned 
about the lack of standards and whether Living history could be used in an academic 
setting.1 Each of us had an initial interest in Living History, as many of us have been 
to Renaissance Fairs, Lejre Experimental Centre, and other “re-enactment” events, 
but reading about the Council of Westphalia ignited our interest in the debate of 
standardizing Living History. We soon realized that even though there were books on 
the different museums around the world that dealt with the subject of Living History, 
there was little information on groups outside museums and the academic world. This 
leads to our motivation behind writing our project and our research question.   
 
Motivation:  
Our interest in this project is to uncover the motivation behind living 
history enthusiasts and to find out the importance of historical accuracy in relation to 
these enthusiasts. It is also our intention to distinguish between what Living History 
is and what it is not, in the process working toward a model of Living History. 
Through the project we would also like to investigate whether or not living history 
should adhere to standards dictated by the historical profession. This leads us to our 
research question: 
 
 What is Living History? 
 
 This main question of course leads to other sub-questions, which we 
would also like to address.  
                                                 
1
 Tagungsbericht "Living history" im Museum. Jahrestagung der Volkskundlichen Kommission für Westfalen. 
19.10.2007-20.10.2007, Cloppenburg. In: H-Soz-u-Kult, 02.12.2007, http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-
berlin.de/tagungsberichte/id=1791. 
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Sub-questions: 
1. How do academics define this phenomenon?   
2. How do amateurs define this phenomenon? 
3. What are the prerequisites for Living History?  
4. Who practices Living History and how do they do it? 
5. Can living history be used in an academic setting? 
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Method 
 
Dimension 
As we have chosen to look into the field of history, we will work within 
the dimension History and Culture. The use of Living History is a way of making 
history accessible to the public and retelling it and thus it can be a useful tool for an 
historian. Additionally, we will look into the history of Living History in order to 
show what it is and how it has been used. As our main source of information will 
derive from qualitative interviews with people in contact with Living History, a 
second dimension will be that of Subjectivity and Learning. 
 
Project Angle 
There could be many different angles to our project. We are entering a 
field which is highly debated, but not widely investigated. These factors motivated us 
to find out what Living History actually is, the various opinions on it and an 
investigation into its qualities. Numerous discussions led to a particular interest in 
amateur groups who, in their spare time, re-enact history in various ways, but also 
museums that have experience in working with the concept. In order for us to 
investigate this matter we were compelled to do interviews, as written sources on this 
matter are rather limited at present. The answers given in the interviews will be 
analysed in order for us to answer our research questions.  
 
Delimitation 
In our investigation we have chosen to focus mainly on amateur groups, 
but we have not restrained ourselves to a certain period, as it is not so much what the 
groups perform or show that interest us, but rather how and why they do it.  
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Furthermore, we have chosen to talk with people who are not involved in 
amateur groups due to any religious beliefs, as that would have added a different 
angle and motivation than the one we were interested in.  
 
We have chosen to talk with two museums who both work with re-
enactment in various degrees, but it was not possible to speak with museums with a 
more traditional view on displaying history. We were not persistent in our style of 
interviewing, partly because we developed our technique from interview to interview 
and partly because each interview had to be adapted to the person(s) being 
questioned. However, we did follow Kvale’s interviewing method where possible, 
which will be explained later. 
 
 Our Interviews have been transcribed from the recordings we made, but we 
have chosen to leave out all disfluencies such as long pauses and words like “um” 
and “uh”, to make it easier for the reader to understand. All interviews can be found 
in the appendix.   
 
 
Assessment of Sources Used 
Written Sources: 
 As the concept of Living History is not investigated very much, very few 
sources were available to us. The two most prominent written sources used have been 
Jay Anderson’s Time Machines – The World of Living History from 1984 and Bodil 
Petersson’s Föreställningar om det Förflutna – Arkeologi och Rekonstruktion from 
2003. These two sources have given some insight in the history of Living History and 
different ways it has been used, for the most part in connection with museums. Being 
more then 20 years old, Anderson’s book is of course not updated on the newest 
development of Living History, but as Anderson has travelled to numerous museums 
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in different countries, observing their use of Living History his account helps us 
understand the changes or lack of them over the past 20 years. Petersson’s book is 
more recent and provides more of an archaeological point of view on the background 
of Living History.  
 Another source has shown the current debate on the pro and cons of Living 
History: Tagungsbericht "Living history" im Museum. Jahrestagung der 
Volkskundlichen Kommission für Westfalen, is a report of a meeting between German 
scholars and guest speakers about Living History. This source provided us with many 
new ideas, including discussions on the possibility for a set of standards for 
performing Living History.  
From Steinar Kvale’s book Interviews: An Introduction to Qualitative 
Research Interviewing we used Kvele’s seven stages of conducting qualitative 
interviews in order to organize the empirical work of the project in a more precise 
way. 
In our project we have also used Sten Rentzhog’s book Open air 
museums: The history and future of a visionary idea, which is focused on giving a 
detailed account of open air museums all over the world including their beginning 
and transformation over time. The book has been used in the History of Living 
History chapter, since it provided us the development and background of the concept 
Living History.  
 
Oral Sources: 
At the start of our project it had been our intention to do a participant 
observation on one amateur group; however it was quickly decided that this method 
would not give us a broad understanding of Living History. Instead three groups were 
found: The Viking Age group Bifrost from Frederiksund, the Iron Age group 
Prindsens Hverving attached to Lejre, and the Late Middle Age group Valdemar’s 
Kompagni from Holbæk. Furthermore, in order to get a professional’s opinion about 
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Living History we conducted interviews with representatives from both Lejre 
Experimental Centre and Frilandsmuseet in Lyngby.  
 
At each interview at least two investigators were present (except for the 
interview involving Valdemar’s Kompagni). Every interview was tape-recorded 
either by a digital or cassette tape recorder and then transcribed. The number of 
respondents, however, vary from interview to interview. Thus the style of interview 
varied, depending on the number of respondents. For some interviews more 
information was obtained when a more informal conversation was maintained, 
whereas others had to be more formal. This was often decided on the spot after 
having talked a little with the individual(s). Overall the questions and line of ideas 
were the same (some questions of course had to be different between the amateur 
groups and the professionals), but as the interview proceeded new thoughts often 
appeared and were pursued.  
 
As we also visited different activities where Living History was present, 
much more informal interviews/talks were also held, as our group members went 
around talking with participants. The information from these talks provided new 
inspiration and ideas for us to pursue later.  
    
Semester Theme 
The semester theme is “Structure and Performance” and the project fits 
well into this as Living History is a different way of performing history for the 
public. Furthermore it is also a way of changing the “old” or “traditional” structure of 
history education. Instead of listening to a teacher or curator or watching an object 
from a picture or through a glass box, items and events can now be within your reach 
as history is revived before your eyes. 
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Interview method 
 
Since our project investigates the concept of the term Living History, we 
decided to approach this subject through empirical research. The most accessible way 
of doing this was to conduct interviews with the people that might have some 
knowledge or experience within this field.  
 
We conducted interviews with two distinctly different parties of our 
subject area, namely people with an academic and historical background and people who 
see Living History as a hobby or pastime  
 
Due to time restrictions imposed by a short semester and a lack of 
resources, the decision was made to conduct qualitative interviews. For the theoretical 
background of framing our research we used Steinar Kvale’s Seven Stages of an Interview 
Investigation:  
 
1. Thematizing 
2. Designing 
3. Interviewing 
4. Transcribing 
5. Analysing    
6. Veryfying 
7. Reporting  
 
In his book Interviews: An introduction to qualitative research 
interviewing 2 Kvale argues that a successful interview needs a forehand preparation “The 
                                                 
2
 Kvale, Steinar (1996) Interviews: An Introduction to Qualitative Research Interviewing.Thousand Oaks, SAGE 
Publications.  
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very openness and flexibility of the interview, with its many on-the-spot decisions- for 
example, whether to follow up new leads in an interview situation or to stick to the 
interview guide- put strong demands on advance preparation and interviewer 
competence”3.  
 
The following sections will present a description of the seven stages, 
however we will mainly focus on the first two, namely thematizing and designing.  
 
1.Thematizing 
Thematizing is concerned with the clarification of the concepts and the 
purpose of the study and formation of the research questions4. According to Kvale, three 
questions must be taken into consideration when planning a qualitative interview: 
 
What: Obtain a pre-knowledge of the subject to be investigated. 
Why: Clarify the purpose of the study. 
How: Acquire knowledge of various interview methods and then decide on one particular.5 
 
Before asking the how question, what and why must be answered. In 
order to choose a proper interview method one must have a theoretical knowledge of the 
subject investigated. “The main purpose of an interview can be either empirical or 
theoretical. An investigation can be designed to gather empirical information, or an 
investigation might also be designed to test the implications of a theory”.6  
 
Since our project group was formed on the common interest in the 
concept “Living History,” we decided from the beginning that the project should consist 
                                                 
3
 Kvale, p. 84 
4
 Ibid., p. 89 
5
 Ibid., p. 95 
6
 Ibid., p. 98 
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of both theoretical and empirical parts. However, we soon experienced that the theoretical 
sources dealing with the concept of Living History were few and far between. Those 
which were available to us mainly referred to the subject from an archaeological point of 
view. But we also knew of the existence of individuals who re-enact historical 
events/periods.  
 
We came across some critiques of the prevailing description of Living 
History in the beginning of our research, which influenced our decision to direct the 
project to find out the prerequisite conditions to support the concept in general. In order to 
do so, we knew that we needed to hear both historians’ and amateurs’ viewpoints.  
 
We had many questions that we wanted to get answers to, but during the 
process of clarification of the goal of our project, we narrowed down to few main 
questions and left an opportunity of improvisation throughout the interviews.  
 
2.Designing  
Designing consists of overall planning and preparing the methodical 
procedures for obtaining the intended knowledge7. This stage requires a thorough 
investigation not only about the method, but also the expected result of the research.  
 
In the following we will describe what choices we made when designing our interviews.  
 
Time dimension  
According to Kvale one must always bear in mind the goal of the 
investigation, and therefore it is important to consider all the seven stages early on. 
Interviewing, transcribing, analysing, verifying and finally, reporting; each takes time and 
therefore we were very precise with the timetable of our research. We made deadlines for 
                                                 
7
 Kvale, p.98 
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the interviews, transcribing, analysing etc. This way we could avoid problems in the 
following stages.  
 
Interview form and recruiting of the interviewers  
Due to the limited time period for making the whole project, we had to 
decide upon the number of interviews which would be enough to obtain the material we 
needed. The most important criteria for our interviewees were to have any kind of 
knowledge/experience that could be related to the term Living History.  
 
First of all we agreed to talk with employees at two museums that have 
re- enactment in their programmes, Lejre Experimental Centre and Frilandsmuseet in 
Lyngby. We contacted museums both by phone and electronic mail, explained the subject 
of our investigation and luckily they were willing to talk to us.  
 
But we also needed to hear what amateurs thought about the concept of 
Living History, so we contacted three groups; one group that the interviewee from Lejre 
recommended, another group that one our group members knew in advance and the last 
one was found through the Internet. When contacting them we introduced our research 
question and briefly explained what we wanted to ask them about.  
 
The next step was to make precise dates for all interviews.  
 
3.Interviews  
The interviews took place differently. The professional historians were 
interviewed in their working places, namely museums by two/three members of our 
project group. The number of interviewers was influenced by the fact that there was only 
one person to be interviewed and it would have created a stressful atmosphere if all six 
group members were participating.  
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The interview with an amateur re-enactors group Valdemars Kompagni 
was conducted in a private setting in Holbæk by one our group members. This was chosen 
after taking into consideration that she had some previous acquaintance with the group. 
The interview took a more relaxed form where the interviewer asked questions and all re-
enactors could come up with their answers.  
 
The interview that was made in Lejre after the re-enactors were done with 
their demonstration was different from the others, since four members of the project group 
were present because that day there was also done some fieldwork. This way the interview 
became broader in a sense that all the participants contributed with their knowledge.  
 
The interview with a member from an amateur group Bifrost was made in 
a private setting in Frederikssund and was conducted by two members of the project 
group. Once again, this was done in order to create a more relaxed atmosphere where 
people could talk freely.  
 
Before conducting the interviews we had agreed on the length that they 
should be, mostly for our own benefit because time was short and transcribing had to be 
done as well. Therefore all the interviews lasted between thirty to sixty minutes and all of 
them were tape-recorded. This helped us to ensure the accuracy of the gathered 
information which we used later in the project.  
 
Interview questions  
Right after we had decided to conduct some interviews, we had 
thoroughly discussed all the possible questions that we needed answers for. Keeping in 
mind the research question and all the theoretical material that we had read, we had to be 
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very precise about what information exactly we expected to gather through the interviews. 
The main focus was the concept of Living History.  
 
Here are some of the more specific questions which were asked of the interviewees:  
 
Interview questions  
 
 What can you describe as Living History? 
    - What is your background? 
    - What is the goal of the museum/ re-enactment group? 
    - What is your opinion about re-enactments in general?  
    - Do you think there should be any particular requirements to be met in order to be  
       covered by the term of Living History? 
 
4.Transcribing  
As mentioned above, all the interviews were tape-recorded. This was 
done in order to keep the accuracy of the gathered information. Kvale argues that “The 
audiotape gives a decontextualized version of the interview, however: it does not include 
the visual aspects of the situation, neither the setting nor the facial and bodily expressions 
of the participants.”8 
 
According to Kvale, there are two requirements to be fulfilled when 
transcribing a recorded interview. The first is making sure that the interview is in fact 
recorded. During stressful situations, interviewers sometimes forget to push tape button 
and loses most (or even worse, the whole) of the interview. Another mistake is to record 
too much of unnecessary information which is being said for example, after the official 
interview.  
                                                 
8
 Kvale, p. 160 
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The second requirement for a successful transcribing is that the 
conversation on the tape is audible9. An interview should take place in a quite setting 
without any background noise so that the one to transcribe it would only hear the 
conversation. 
 
Throughout the project we have conducted five interviews, and each of 
them was transcribed right away by a group member. This was done to avoid different 
transcribing methods that people might have. The transcriptions are done as precisely as 
possible, meaning that some of the sentences are rather unstructured. However, the 
transcriptions do not include any sort of verbal expressions, since we did not find it 
relevant for the project.  
 
5.Analysis  
When the transcriptions were done, we read them and chose the most 
common topics that were discussed throughout the interviews and the ones that answered 
our research question. Then we summed them up to support our method which evolved 
during the process of project writing.  
 
Since the goal of the interview method was to collect empirical data, and 
we did not have time for re-interviewing, there is a possibility of interpretation of the 
obtained information in our analysis.  
 
6.Verification  
One of the most important parts of a qualitative interview is its validity. 
According to Kvale, there is a scientific holy trinity: generalizability, reliability and 
                                                 
9
 Kvale, p. 162 
 17
validity.10 However, we have chosen validity as our main focus on this stage of the 
interview method since validity refers to whether an interview study investigates what is 
intended to be investigated11. 
 
The following we will check the validity throughout all seven stages, so that the result of 
our research would be as reliable as possible.  
 
Thematizing  
On this stage the validity of an investigation concentrates on the 
theoretical presuppositions and if they support the study.12  
 
From the beginning we were focused on what kind of information about 
the subject matter was available and seeing that it was rather limited, we decided to base 
the project on an empirical data.  
 
Designing  
The validity on this stage investigates how adequate design and method 
are compared to the purpose of the study13. 
 
Before the interviews were conducted we had agreed upon the main 
questions, time and form of research in itself.  
 
Interview  
This stage’s validity focuses on the reliability of the interviewees and the 
quality of the interviews in general.14 
                                                 
10
 Kvale, p. 229 
11
 Ibid., 88 
12
 Ibid., p. 237 
13
 Ibid., p. 237 
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When conducting the interviews, we had explained to the interviewees the 
subject investigated, and during the interviews we gave an opportunity of elaboration.  
 
Transcribing 
Validity in this stage concentrates on transcribing methods and how 
accurate they were followed15. 
 
As mentioned earlier, only one person at a time transcribed the interviews 
in order to avoid different styles of transcribing. After that the transcriptions were 
approved by the other group members. Further validation was done by listening to the 
recorded material once again.  
 
Analysis  
The validity of this stage is investigating the questions asked during the 
interviews and the interpretation of the answers received.  
 
We validated our interviews’ analyses by discussing each interpretation 
together and by agreeing upon few definite themes. However, we decided to rely on the 
data that we obtained meaning that the interviewees were not asked to approve/disapprove 
our interpretations.  
 
Reporting 
The validity here is based on the question whether there is a connection 
between the final report and the purpose of the study16. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                  
14
 Kvale, p. 237 
15
 Ibid., p. 237 
16
 Ibid., p. 237 
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We clarified the main research subject and decided upon the method 
rather early, therefore we could be sure that the final reporting will be the outcome of our 
interviews.  
 
7.Reporting 
According to Kvale, reporting is “communicating the findings of the 
study and the methods applied in a form that lives up to scientific criteria”17. In the 
beginning of the project writing process we knew that the result of the study will be a 
report. And since we experienced a shortage of theoretical background on the subject of 
“Living History,” we decided to make this project a more empirical than theoretical based. 
The seven stages that Kvale presents introduced us with an interviewing technique which 
we also included in the final report.  
 
Moreover, by going through all the stages the reader will see what kind of 
decisions we made during the process which led us to the final conclusion.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
17
 Kvale, p. 88 
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The History of Living History and the Present 
 
Introduction 
History has always been an important aspect of Human culture. For 
centuries man has tried to reconstruct the past, telling history for thousands of years 
through witch doctors, folk singers, and poets. It can be said that history is a social 
necessity; it enables a society to take its bearings and establish a sense of identity. 
“Living History” is a way for a person to escape from hectic modern life and come 
back to their roots, having community with one another and being closer to nature 
and their national identity. Now, in present time, instead of witch doctors and folk 
songs, we have books and museums which tell us about our past. 18  The most recent 
phenomena are that of Open Air museums and Living History. This chapter is to help 
give a broader understanding of what Living History is by looking at its past and 
understanding the beginnings, and also to portray some of the opinions of other 
scholars who have written about the subject.  
 
Skansen and Artur Hazelius  
Artur Hazelius (1833-1901) is known as the founder of all Open Air 
Museums. His father, a Swedish General, sent him away to the country as a young 
boy hoping to keep him, “away from the negative urban influences of Stockholm, 
close to nature and hard-working farming folk.” 19 Hazelius grew up to be a linguist 
and as a linguist he travelled around the country collecting regional dialects and 
country folklore. As he made his travels he was shocked as to how much had changed 
and how the old culture had been either rejected or turned into a show for tourists. 
Hazelius reacted by founding a museum in 1873, the Northern museum or, Nordiska 
                                                 
18
 Marwick, Arthur (1970) What is History and Why is it Important.(Bletchly, The Open University.) pp. 1-5 
19Anderson, Jay (1984) Time Machines – The World of Living History. (Nashville, The Amarican Association for State 
and Local History) .p. 17 
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museet. Although this museum became very popular, Hanselius belived that an 
indoor museum would never be good enough for the people to truly understand their 
roots where “Swedes could see their great lively country in summary.” 20  
 
In 1880, Hazelius began collecting artefacts from around Sweden, 
including whole buildings, entire farms, churches, manor houses, cottages, 
workshops, stores, windmills, and wooden bell towers all from 1600 to the 
present(1890). 21 He also brought in animals and plants from each environment in 
order to create the correct context for the buildings. Hazelius still felt that this was 
not enough, saying, “we want to exhibit folk life in living style.” 22 So he brought in 
live musicians to play the old folk music, people to herd the reindeer and peasants to 
live in the homes. Skansen became the very first ‘Living museum.”  
 
Development of living history 
Open air museums began to change in the 1970’s. The movement started 
in the United States, and it was influenced by two directions; theme parks, and 
idealists running museums. Theme parks attracted much more visitors than museums, 
and there visitors were able to be active participants.  Some of the theme park 
experiences were in part based on history, which made it even more challenging to 
museums,23 and in order to catch attention of the general public museums started to 
form more powerful experiences and seek more dramatic ways of expression. 
“Museums cannot compete with theme parks on their own ground, but they can learn 
from them, and defeat them though more information and content.” Another part of 
the wave was a new generation of museum staff who were affected by the protest of 
                                                 
20
 Anderson, p. 19 
21
 Ibid., p. 19  
22
 Ibid, p. 19 
23
 Rentzhog, Sten (2007) Open Air Museums – The History and Future of a Visionary Idea.(Kristianstad, Jamtli Förlag 
& Carlsson Bokförlag.)p. 237 
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the Vietnam War and traditional values. They argued that history should be local 
rather than political, and deal with ordinary people instead of the hierarchical way of 
looking at history.24 These two points created the phrase, Living History.25 Museums 
allowed people to experience “how people had lived, the orientation being what was 
important to the new generation of historians: birth, education, daily life, making a 
living, family, illness, and death. The most important thing in museum narratives of 
the past was no longer buildings and objects, but people.”  The new way of showing 
history ended up being a huge success with the public.26 
 
Living history has been described as “a movement, a technique, a 
philosophy and an educational tool”27. The real meaning is still more doubtful. 
Professor of history Jay Anderson, who has written extensively on the subject, has 
said that “Living History can be defined as an attempt...to simulate life in another 
time”.28 It has also been pointed out that the opportunities provided by “animation 
and an experience of Living History using five senses as well as intellect and 
emotions defined the interpretive technique from the beginning”29. Science centres 
and children’s museums developed at the same time as open air museums and used 
the same techniques as Living History; the goal of a museum visit was to learn by 
having fun and recreational activity. The most important innovation of the new 
museums was not to bring to life material objects but instead spiritual things, 
emphasizing people and their ways of talking, thinking and existing in the past. 30  
 
Opinions on living history 
                                                 
24
 Rentzhog, p. 238 
25
 Ibid p. 239 
26
 Ibid p. 239 
27
 Ibid p. 239 
28
 Ibid p. 239 
29
 Ibid p. 239 
 
30Ibid.,, p. 239 
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Not everyone has been so excited about the new phenomenon of Living 
History or open air museums. It has been feared by some that this way of telling 
history may in time become Folklorismos or as it is called in America, “fakelore” – 
“pseudo traditions being passed off as the real thing.” 31 Hazelius was criticized for 
the use of folkorismos by “cheapening [his] nation’s or region’s cultural heritage.” 
32
 It is also debated how far you can go to recreate the past. One argues with ‘Open 
air museums’ against their own claims that they can recreate the past. 
 
“The past is dead, and cannot be brought back to life. Those beliefs and 
attitudes, conscious and unconscious, rational and irrational, that provided a 
foundation for institutions, governed conduct and controlled behaviour cannot 
mean to us what they meant to those who lived then. Some of the elements are 
missing; others have a different colour and shape when viewed from our 
pattern of beliefs. So, too, with the affective life of individuals and families. 
Nor can any material re-creation ever be complete or authentic. Any historian, 
social scientist, or curator dealing with the past must tell his student, the 
museum visitor, that the past cannot be recovered.” 33 
 
Another criticism of Living History is that it is usually focused on portraying 
the positive, glory side of history. It lacks the realism that most individuals in the 
distant past were most likely killed in battle, by disease, or starvation. Thomas 
Schlereth, head of the American Studies program at Notre Dame stated, 
 
“Historical museum villages are still, with a few exceptions, remarkable 
peaceable kingdoms, planned communities with over-manicured landscapes or 
idyllic small towns where the entire populace lives in harmony. The visitor to 
                                                 
31
  Anderson, p. 22 
32
 Ibid, p. 22 
33
 Ibid, p. 73 
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such sites, who usually does not see the artefacts or convict labourers, 
domestic servants, hired hands or slaves in the statistical proportion in which 
sick material culture what have cluttered most communities, comes away from 
the museum village with a romanticized, even utopian perspective of the 
popularly acclaimed “good old days.” 34 
  
Although there has been some criticism of Living History museums, they 
have also been well acclaimed by many historians. Herbert Kellar of the McCormic 
Historical Association in Chicago remembers one of his own experiences in an open 
air museum. 
 
“You are suddenly in another world. The feeling grows as you explore in 
succession dwelling houses, a cooper’s shop, a hattery, a country store, a 
doctor’s office, an inn, a grog shop and other edifices, and see each one fully 
equipped and – if peopled – ready to take on accustomed activity at a 
moment’s notice. The illusion is complete, and you realize you have been 
transported back a hundred years.”35  
 
The development of living history started from the creation of the Skansen 
open air museum in 1873 and was developed into an actual concept in the 1970’s. 
Living history during this time was affected by theme parks and a new generation of 
museums staff. The new way of presenting history became a huge success with the 
public, and since then the concept of living history has spread all over the world in 
various directions.  Living History has followed the example of Scandinavian 
tradition and is represented in three areas; recreation, experimental use and as a 
hobby.    
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Living history in Scandinavia and the World 
Since Artur Hazelius founded the open-air museum Skansen, Stockholm in 
1892, open-air museums and the concept has spread into all of Scandinavia and down 
into the whole content of Europe. It also quickly spread to America where they have 
taken the ideas of Hazelius and created open-air museums which are truly inspired by 
Hazelius’s work in Skansen. ‘Living History’ represents not only the greatness of the 
past but also the primitiveness, from Stone Age villages (which are a clear expression 
of a longing for a simpler life), to Viking ships.36 Denmark has led an active role in 
creating living history with, 
 “The finds of ships at Roskilde fjord in 1962 gave full speed to the 
reconstructions of Viking Age ships, both for scientific purposes and to give the 
opportunity for people to be together. The Historical-Archaeological 
Experimental Centre in Lejre was founded in 1964 by Hans-Ole Hansen. Here an 
interest in scientific methods was combined with archaeological and ethnological 
interest in people’s daily life during the Iron Age.” 37  
 
The self-image of Denmark is much connected to the age of the Vikings 
and “must be seen as a result of longing for a golden age,”38 since the Viking Age is 
a “era of greatness when Danes either acted as conquerors or united the kingdom.”39 
While Denmark is very interested in experimentation, you could say that Norway is 
more focused on the adventure aspect of living history, by going on Viking voyages 
in reconstructed boats. Sweden is more interested in not the adventure or 
experimentation, but instead the reconstruction of everyday life.40  These three 
countries demonstrate the three types of Living History. One wanting to recreate the 
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past, one using it for experimental purposes, and the last perhaps represents more the 
group known as “history buffs” “- people who time-travel for personal reasons, often 
for play and the joy of getting away. It is also important to say that each group or 
area of Living History is very concerned with historical accuracy, and education.” 41 
 
Open air museums have not only spread to Europe and America but have 
also spread to Asia and Australia and even Africa. “The popularity of open air 
museums is best proven by the fact, that in 2004, in the 25 countries of the European 
Union there were 500 million museum visitors.” 42  
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Fieldwork 
 
During our research, we undertook four fieldtrips to different activities which were 
connected to Living History. On these trips we were able explore the different areas 
and speak with people involved and observed what was being performed.  
 
Ishøj Viking Market 
In September 2008 a new Viking market was established in Ishøj, 
supported by Ishøj municipality.   
 
Here numerous re-enactment groups gathered to recreate an authentic 
market with stands, entertainment and authentic foods. Various trades were presented 
such as jewellery makers, carpenters, honey makers etc. with many selling their 
products. The entertainment consisted of, among other things, fighting, musical 
performance and games/competitions. All re-enactors were dressed in period clothing 
and many animals, such as horses and dogs, were present to give a more vivid picture 
of the past. 
 
The re-enactors fell easily into their roles as Vikings and it was evident 
that they felt ‘at home’ as they were, most often, surrounded by friends and family. 
To many this is a lifestyle; going to the stands and bartering for goods, while 
outsiders/tourist took pictures and commented on the scenario. 
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Christian Riedel, a German carpenter, mentioned that the whole 
community had a cosy atmosphere. People 
may have not known each other, but they all 
had something to speak about, even though 
they have different talents. When we spoke 
with him, Christian Riedel was making a leg 
for a table. In his everyday work he makes 
modern furniture but his hobby is creating 
Viking furniture and he has great respect for 
the old craftsmanship. It is about skill 
building – the better he gets, the greater 
quality his furniture becomes, and then he 
can trade his furniture for more goods. It is a 
hobby, a life attitude and it is relaxing. 
 
To Robert Lindvig, being a Viking merchant is more then a hobby, it is 
his persona. He used to be a warrior but has now retired and sells all sorts of different 
things in his tent. Being historically accurate is very important he says, and the 
organisers of the market demand that everything is authentic. Robert Lindvig 
explains that the participants themselves are very aware of their responsibility to the 
audience, and thus keep an eye on each other.  
 
The “Vikings” were, however, keen to tell and show what they were 
working with if you asked them. Many had books with them that showed artefacts 
found in excavations, which they themselves had reconstructed. Except for the 
entertainers, the rest were not putting on a show for the visitors, they were just 
working and visiting each other, as in everyday life.  
 
Christian Riedel engaged in his craft Figur 1: Christian Riedel engaged in his craft 
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There were many impressions from this market and there was much to be 
learned when observing the scenery. One particular character stood out from all the 
re-enactors and yet he made the whole market even more interesting. This was the 
Arabian merchant, who from his 
colourful tent sold spices from the east. 
His presence widened the historical 
perspective and took us beyond the 
community of hobby Vikings.   
  
 Lejre Experimental Centre  
A fieldtrip to Lejre 
Experimental Centre was arranged on 
the last day it was open for the summer. Naturally it was very quiet and not many 
people were there; only a handful of the re-enactors (namely the museum staff) were 
present. Since it was not possible to see all that which Lejre can usually offer, it was 
possible to see the dyeing of yarn and we were given a mini-lecture on the different 
uses of the colour properties of plants. In the Iron Age village we met a young 
woman dressed in appropriate clothing who was cleaning the houses out after the 
animals. 
 
 In another area, Lejre had some copies of farms houses, in which people 
live as peasants did 150 years ago in Denmark. Here we found a group of women 
working in the house, cooking and cleaning and at the same time explaining to the 
audience about the history they were portraying. What stood out the most for our 
group was a small child, dressed in period clothing, sleeping in a bed reconstructed 
for that time period.  
 
 
Figur 2: An Arab Merchant at Ishøj 
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Viking settlement  in Frederiksund 
 
The Viking settlement in Frederiksund was built in 1996 and is 
constructed in a small quiet park, which leads down to Roskilde Fjord. It consists of 
houses reconstructed from houses excavated in the area. From the artefacts found in 
the original houses, each building has been named after the trade it is connected to. 
The small houses are however rarely used and the most important building in the 
settlement is the long house. This house is used by the re-enactment group, Bifrost, 
whenever they are out in the settlement and for their solstice celebration, where 
everyone is welcome. The area is also used for markets on occasion.   
 
The Prindsens Hverving show 
 
Prindsens Hverving, an Iron Age group, which is connected to Lejre 
Experimental Centre perform shows, displaying the life of an Iron Age village and 
later they let the audience look and try their skills in Iron Age activities.  
 
The group members of Prindsens Hverving were all dressed in 
reconstructed Iron Age 
costumes and used 
reconstructed artefacts to show 
their skills. While the show 
went on, the head of the group 
would explain what was 
happening and the history 
behind it. The group had a 
large number of people made 
Figur 3: Members from Prindsens Hverving 
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up of all ages and was thus able to recreate an atmosphere of a busy everyday life and 
a depiction of a fierce battle. Intertwined in their act was an explanation of how the 
archaeologists found out how people in the Iron Age lived, and thus they were able to 
explain the importance of archaeology and history in an entertaining manner.   
 
After their show, the audience was free to try different things, such as 
reconstructions of weapons, the food, horse riding and weaving. With the possibility 
to come and touch and try the copies of weapons and so on, the audience was able to 
understand history in a very different and practical manner.   
 
All these fieldtrips gave our group a clearer understanding and insight to what living 
history can be and how it is used by groups and museums. We found that some of the 
reasons for doing living history is to socialise and to learn, but also to communicate 
their knowledge and joy to the audience in an attempt to make people aware about 
history and its importance.  
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An Introduction to the Analysis 
   
So what is Living History? Perhaps a more productive question is what do 
those who practice it, see Living History to be? The insight that is gained from 
asking the latter rather than the former question is better equipped to offer us direct 
insight into the problem of ‘what living history is, or ought to be’. The Conference of 
Westphalia43 considered the latter a problem of concern for the academic community 
in that, essentially, unchecked, those who dawn medieval garb and act out the 
coronation of King Charles 1, will lead to a degrading effect on history in the sense 
that those who practice it do not have the same knowledge, professionalism or care 
that a historian or archaeologist have.  
 
In interviewing subjects directly associated with living history, it gives us, 
the researchers, an opportunity to ask them if they see the same dilemma as those at 
the Conference did, and if so what then makes them living history or non-living 
history. This may seem like giving too much power to the subject matter; to an 
essentially un-academic group of individuals – especially in an academic paper. 
However, as this project uses the tool of empirical research to attain knowledge, and 
that no such previous research has been undertaken of the subjects being studied, it 
seems only logical that the subject should be asked as to what it thinks it is. After all, 
living history outside of the professional setting (Museums, research centres etc.) has 
sprung up not through any intention of the historian or the archaeologist so why 
should he/she have the final word in any definitive criteria? 
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And so in explaining the importance of an ethnographic study of the 
subject field, five different groups/individuals have been interviewed, recorded, 
studied and finally analyzed below. Each and every one makes clear its own 
relevance to this project and to a better understanding of what this phenomena we call 
living history is and perhaps ought to be.  The first, Leonora Thofte is Formidlings 
Representant for Lejre Experimental centre which uses both reconstructions and re-
enactors to present the past. The second, Hanne Mogensen from the Viking re-
enactment group Bifrost, who are not attached to any museum, but are still public in 
displaying their skills. The third, a group of participants in the Iron Age group 
Prindsens Hverving, who works together with Lejre Experimental centre. The fourth 
is the private Medieval Age group Valdemars Kompagni, who are also not connected 
to a museum. The fifth, Mikkel Venborg Pedersen is museum inspector of 
Frilandsmuseet in Lyngby, and who uses some re-enactment to present the past.  
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Interview analysis 
   
 
Interview with Leonora Thofte , September 24th 2008 at Lejre Experimental Centre 
Interviewed by Amanda Kennedy, Birgitte Pantmann and Trent Coelli 
 
With a broad understanding of living history, derived from both the 
Conference of Westphalia and one of the only books on the matter Time Machines by 
Jay Anderson, we set out on the task of confirming our understanding via fieldwork. 
Our intentions were to uncover a general pattern or trait that would help us in 
answering the question that set this project in motion: What is Living History? Our 
first stop on the road of fieldwork seemed an obvious choice - Lejre Experimental 
Centre. Lejre was opened in 1964 as a research institution for archaeological and 
historical research. Among its many reconstructed glimpses into history are an Iron 
Age Village, Stone Age Village and 19th Century Farmhouses – all peopled with 
volunteers and employees in costume at different times during the year. The use of 
these costumed people combined with the villages and farmhouses are what led us to 
choose Lejre, as this seemed to us very much like Living History.  
 
To enlighten us as to what Lejre’s role is and in what sense Living 
History is used there we spoke to Lejre’s Events and Formidlings44 Coordinator 
Leonora Thofte. She has studied to be an archaeologist prior to and during her job at 
Lejre, first beginning her studies in 1997.  As an archaeologist, Leonora Thofte 
works, learns and teaches through archaeological context every day. She describes 
her job at Lejre as follows: 
“…my responsibility is to put together the program for the season and 
what we want to do each week, and contact all the groups that want to 
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come and visit us, and make programs for all the subjects we would like 
to make presentations about.”45  
 
It is Leonora who one contacts if one wishes to live as an Iron Age family 
for a few weeks in the summer or if someone wishes to participate in joining Lejre as 
one of the ‘Friends of Lejre’ – people who are not necessarily professional historians 
or archaeologists but lend a hand in peopling the villages (in costume) and the like 
during the seasons when Lejre is open to the public. Leonora herself dons the 
appropriate garb when giving tours and arrangements for tourists. She sees the use of 
costumes as a fundamental part of Lejre Open-Air Museum, and she says of the 
costumes “That’s how we work here…we always use the costumes because they are 
just as much a part of the ‘formidling’ as the houses and all the props and everything 
else.”46 The importance of costumes is expanded upon later on in the interview when 
she states that the use of costumes and those that wear them (re-enactors) is justified 
in that “…it’s the concept of re-enactment. It’s more to help provide people with a 
surrounding…a context for something.”47 This paints an important difference 
between a man standing with a reconstruction of an axe for example, and showing 
how it works as opposed to the same man in a costume from the same time as the axe. 
As an onlooker, one can see the axe, see how it is used, but has to rely on descriptive 
ability of the demonstrator to know what those who would have used it looked like. 
The onlooker only receives a part of the picture, of the context that this axe was used 
in. Leonora stresses the importance of getting the ‘whole picture’ when visiting Lejre, 
especially when such a large part of what Lejre wishes to achieve is the education of 
its visitors. 
This idea of ‘showing the whole picture’ is especially important for 
Leonora when recruiting outside re-enactors to perform at events and shows; it is 
                                                 
45
 Appendix 1, Interview: Leonora Thofte, Lejre Experimental centre. p 75 
46
 Ibid., p 75 
47
Ibid., p 77 
 36
important for the re-enactment groups striving towards authenticity and perfection in 
their ‘storytelling’. “We don’t want someone just sitting in an Iron Age shirt over 
their modern clothes.”48 She says as an example. However Leonora stresses that the 
‘standards’ just mentioned should not be enlarged to encompass the whole 
phenomenon that is Living History. Instead Leonora offers that it should be an 
individual museums responsibility to express their own criteria when they are 
recruiting re-enactor groups instead of creating an all encompassing criteria that 
grants the right to be called a ‘Living History’ or ‘re-enactment’ group. In other 
words, standards should not be imposed on groups who do not function in 
conjunction with a public body, but instead a dialogue should be opened in which 
groups of all levels can discuss authenticity.  
 
Leonora also points out that it is important that the onlookers know what 
is authentic and what is compromise; what groups are purely amateur and what 
groups are meticulous in their representation and presentation and what groups are in 
between. She gives an example of medieval re-enactment groups who go into the 
forest and fight, where authenticity is not generally paramount, and of a group in the 
public eye, re-enacting a battle in history but cannot get their hands on real armour, 
but must suffice with plastic replicas. Although a high level of authenticity is not 
reached and compromises were made should be made available to onlookers if 
present, e.g. the use of plastic and metal. Leonora sums it up best when she says 
“…its important to make a dialogue with all these re-enactment people…expressing 
to people who see them what do we know and what don’t we know.”49 
When talking to Leonora about Living History in general, it became clear 
that the point of view that this project should be looked at is that of the participants of 
Living History. Leonora places great value in the self-learning that one gains from 
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being in a re-enactment group, she says “I’m all for re-enactment groups because it 
shows an interest in the past or in history. It shows a wish to involve yourself and 
learn and interact and also to communicate.”50 The Conference of Westphalia took 
its point of departure from an academic standpoint of concern; concern for the 
presentation of history and the ability to portray it accurately. Leonora shares similar 
concern for the portrayal and communication of information when a living history 
group meets the public however, where she differs from Westphalia is in that with the 
groups themselves, Leonora has no problem in that there are no ‘universal’ standards. 
Although, on a broader view of Living History she notes the dangers “…it has also 
it’s hazards, to try and convey things through reconstructions and re-
enactments…The dangers of doing these things is that it’s very convincing.”51 
 
Several aspects of the interview with Leonora are valuable insights into 
the world of Living History, as she sees it, first, the idea of very loose standardization 
of Living History groups only when wishing to work with a museum – having an 
open dialogue between groups for preparation for contact with the public instead. 
Secondly, the use of reconstruction and re-enactment along with demonstration as the 
‘whole picture’ of a period in time and third, the importance of a re-enactment 
group’s partaking in a personal journey of self study and learning.   
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Interview with Hanne Mogensen, head of the Viking re-enactment group ‘Bifrost’,                   
October 8th 2008 at the Viking Settlement in Frederikssund 
Interviewed by Birgitte Pantmann and Trent Coelli 
 
Our second interview was with the head of the Viking re-enactment group 
‘Bifrost’, Hanne Mogensen. The group was established in 1995, evolving from a 
Viking acting group in Frederikssund, with a desire to be even more historically 
correct.52 It consists of 15 members in the age range from 26-67 years.  
 
During the winter they meet every second week to create their artefacts 
(besides those that they make at home) in a school which allows them to use their 
facilities. In the summertime they meet one weekend each month at the Viking 
settlement in Frederikssund and travel to Viking markets in Denmark. The group has 
been fortunate in having the Viking settlement, which was created in 1996. It consists 
of reconstructed Viking houses, all copies of houses found in the region. This area 
sets the frame for the group’s re-enactment of the past.  
 
The group, as Hanne Mogensen herself puts it “…are seeking 
information”53 and their motivation is, to learn and to educate. This is also a personal 
motivation for Hanne Mogensen, she has always been interested in history,  and was 
previously a preschool teacher which has therefore given her  a natural interest in 
teaching others. This is also implied in their name ‘Bifrost’. As Hanne Mogensen 
explains “…our group is called Bifrost and it is a rainbow which connects the 
ancient world with the now a day world. So that is the information that passes on 
from ancient times to nowadays, so you know your roots back.”54 So learning is 
important both for those who watch them, but also for themselves. Each group 
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member has a trade which he/she works on and develops. Hanne Mogensen for 
example is skilled in dyeing fabrics and cooking in the Viking style. Other group 
members have trades such as woodcarving, leather working, blacksmithing, etc. They 
are not a theatre group in that they are more interested in developing their skills and 
techniques. In many ways their work can be compared to that of professional 
historians and archaeologist, as they experiment on how to do things, with proper 
tools and materials which are as close to the original as possible.  
 
At the Viking settlement and when they go to markets, they are dressed in 
Viking clothing and are careful to hide all which is not authentic. As the settlement is 
also used as a public park, all are able to come and have a look (especially children) 
and even try out the artefacts55 “…and they have to do it the right way…”56 They 
even have, at times, school classes out on the premises, with whom they do some 
activities and teach them at the same time about the Viking age. 
 
With such frequent opportunities to teach others about the past, some 
academics would grow nervous about the authenticity that an amateur group, such as 
Bifrost, could provide, in comparison to a museum. When asked about their 
awareness of responsibility towards the “audience” and especially the children Hanne 
Mogensen replied that they were aware of it.57 One also needs to be open about the 
compromises one has to make. One has to explain the shortcomings of the knowledge 
present. “And we don’t try to tell people, the Vikings did this and that, because we 
know it is not right so we always say, they could have done it this way, but actually 
we  don’t know or they did do it that way, but we can’t do it the way they did. So we 
don’t tell them stories.”58 Hanne Mogensen explains that one of their compromises is 
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that some of the artefacts created during winter are made with modern tools, but still 
in the same manner.59  Although, never at markets or at the settlement.  
 
Another important question relating to historical accuracy and 
responsibility is the groups source of information. Hanne Mogensen explains that the 
group members read a lot on the subject, they visit museums and they are able to take 
some courses in some of the different trades or get an instructor. Also whenever there 
is a market there is a good possibility to exchange information with other amateurs.60 
But they don’t work together with a museum and there are no historians or 
archaeologists in the group. Upon asking whether contact with a museum could 
improve their work, Hanne Mogensen replied “I think it would improve because of 
the exchange of ideas and the way they do things.”61 Cooperation could therefore be 
good for both parties as the academics could also learn from their experience, despite 
their superior amount of knowledge.62 
 
Remembering the strong criticism from the conference at Westphalia63 we 
were particularly interested in two things. Firstly to learn whether Bifrost had 
experienced negativism from the academics when presenting themselves as an re-
enactment group, we found “…they find it interesting that other people are interested 
in another way and in a different angle then they are and try to do things, not just 
read it in books.”64 This positive view experienced by Bifrost, shows that Hanne 
Mogensen’s thoughts on cooperation between the two parties, is a possibility. The 
second point was the possibility of creating standards for re-enactment groups in 
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order to ensure historical accuracy. First, we have seen that Bifrost is already aware 
of the importance of accuracy and privately have an agreement to be as authentic as it 
is possible for them. Upon asking about the possibility of standards, Hanna 
Mogensen did however not seem to be too happy about the prospect. In her own 
words, “I think it would be difficult. Because it would frighten some away…”65 
further more she explains that many markets are actually already quite strict about 
authenticity of what you sell and appearance.  
 
From our interview with Hanne Mogensen, we have gained a good 
understanding of what Living History could be. Bifrost reconstructs their own 
artefacts, and even have a reconstructed site for their use. With their artefacts and 
skills they re-enact the past while demonstrating it to passers-by. Re-enactors have 
great practical experience in comparison to a more academic approach and most 
importantly one must be completely open about the compromises made in order to be 
as truthful as possible. 
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 Prindsens Hverving Interview 
Lerje Historical-Archaeological Experimental Centre. 
Interviewed by Birgitte Pantmann, Trent Coelli, Maija Komonen, and Grace Hansen  
October 11th, 2008 
 
Our group interviewed a Living History group called Prindsens Hverving, who 
is associated with Lejre Experimental Centre. The group was re-enacting an Iron Age 
battle at the Centre and afterwards interacted with the audience, where they were able 
to participate in Iron Age activities, such as riding Icelandic horses, shooting bows 
and arrows, throwing spears, tasting time period food, etc. The Prindsens Hverving 
group deals with the time of the Roman Iron Age, or just Iron Age from 200-400A.D. 
approximately.  
 
We were able to meet with members of the group after their performance. We 
interviewed four young adults, two girls and two boys, as well as Philippe de 
Bourbon, who has been with the group since its formation. Prindsens Hverving 
started nearly 40 years ago when Lejre began building reconstructions of Iron Age 
homes, the Centre wanted to then make a film on the Iron Age using the homes; they 
also added Icelandic horses and individuals in costume. It was then discovered that 
people were interested in watching the re-enactment, and the group was then formed 
and every year have participated in the Iron Age performances at Lejre Experimental 
Centre. 
  
The number of members is unknown but it could be said to be roughly 30-40, 
which includes members of all ages. Many of the young people were in fact born into 
the group; their parents being members when they were born. The majority of the 
members also have a strong interest in the ancient breed of Icelandic horses; they 
own and ride the horses as a hobby. The young people we interviewed mostly said 
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that their reason for participating in the group was to “have fun”. It is also considered 
to be their “hobby” and it is a time where they “can relax with friends and people you 
consider your family”. 66 Another motivation is their personal interest in history and 
also being able to bring history to life for others. Philippe de Bourbon says it is “a big 
interest for the history and the pre-history, and to make it alive and to show other 
people a piece of our history for many people it is totally unknown.” 67  
 
Prindsens Hverving is a Living History group whose main focus is to re-enact 
history in the most historically accurate way possible. “That is the whole basis of this. 
If we do not do this properly and correct and according to the newest things that 
come up, we have no, we don’t have any existence.” 68 The way that they receive their 
historical knowledge is through resources from the archaeologists and the knowledge 
from the Centre. They make their reconstructions from original artefacts and 
experiments, “for example shooting bows and arrows on shields, seeing how that 
works resources comes from copies of things we get out here and as we told you the 
clothes we are wearing are actually, it’s copies of original things.” 69 
 
In the group you are able to do a variety of things, from riding Icelandic horses 
to shooting arrows to sewing clothes. They not only reconstruct but they also 
demonstrate to show an audience how people in the Iron Age dressed and how they 
used their weapons. It is important to note that Prindsens Hverving is aware that 
100% accuracy of historical events is impossible, “Of course we can’t, we can give a 
picture of it but as long as we do it according to the correct things, then it is alright if 
you say so. If we say for example that we are not using old type saddles because they 
don’t exist but we are using modern saddles with stirrups. We are telling people 
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so…then it is alright if you say so, but not if you claim it is right and you are doing it. 
There is a difference.” 70 Each year Prindsens Hverving will prepare a new show, and 
rehearse the show before performing it at the Lejre Experimental Centre.  
 
The primary reason for Prindsens Hverving is to show to the public how 
perhaps the people would have lived in the Iron Age. “We also give a bit of a play on 
how people lived and perhaps how people would act in the Iron Age.”71 It is 
important though that the group does not want to be seen as mere actors. “It is 
important to say that this is not acting. The purpose of this has never been to act the 
acting part here is a part of it that tells the story in a more alive way.” 72 Therefore 
Prindsens Hverving is not an acting group; they simply use acting as tool to teach the 
public about the past.  
 
The term Living history was perhaps seen by the group as a good way to 
describe what they do. “I think of it as living history…it seems more correct than 
saying acting or anything else.” 73 The Interviewees made it very clear that if a group 
was going to be called Living History that it must be as accurate as possible, and if it 
was not it should not be called Living History.  Also it was also very important that if 
a group is presenting what they do to the public or if the public is affected in any 
way, then that group should make sure what they are showing is accurate. One 
interviewee went as far as to say as well that if the group does not have an audience it 
is not living history, “If they are home themselves in the living room trying on clothes 
or whatever it’s ah, I would think so I wouldn’t say it is living history, it’s not the 
same they don’t have an audience.” 74 
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When asked if it would be fair to have standards for Living History groups that 
they must follow, in order to make sure they are as accurate as possible when 
presenting to an audience Bourbon replied, “I think it would be very fair.”  
 
The question was also asked, whether or not they considered themselves as 
historians, or what was the difference between them and a historian. We were given a 
very defining answer, “Very easy to answer the question, historian is a profession. An 
archaeologist is a professional that has been using years and years in study we are 
just happy amateurs relying on the knowledge of the professionals.” 75 
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Interview with the group members of the Medieval re-enactment group Valdemars 
Kompagni October 14th 2008 privately in Holbæk 
Interviewed by Amanda Kennedy 
 
Another group interviewed by one of our members was Valdemar's 
Kompagni. Started in 1995 by Jacob Føns Lomholt, this private group of about 20 re-
enactors goes to Medieval and Viking Markets and demonstrates their knowledge in 
the time period of 1350 to 1400. The name Valdemar comes from Valdemar 
Atterdag, a king of Denmark in 1375. They put on fighting demonstrations, show 
how it was to cook using historically accurate methods using their portable kitchen, 
and also occasionally host camps for children and teach them about history and the 
way people lived in the past. Those interviewed were happy to discuss the activities 
performed and the wonderful social aspects of being in such a group. When asked 
their motivation for being in the Kompagni, one member said, “I think everyone has 
different reasons of coming. But one of the things I love the most about medieval re-
enactment is the people. It's so cozy in the evening when the markets are closed and 
it's just us. And I think that's why I go. It's nice to get away from the everyday life.”76 
Another said, “I just in general like the people here. I think history is exciting and 
this is a great way to learn.”77 
  
In order to perform their re-enactments as historically correct as possible, 
Valdemar's Kompagni uses published archaeological sources as well as the 
information gathered by their leader, Jacob, who is also a history teacher. The group's 
armor, clothing, and other materials are all hand-made by the methods used in the 
time period they portray. When asked about the standards used, one member replied, 
“If we are talking about our clothes and our things, then it has to be from the real 
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material. And it also has to be handmade and all our armor is...we have standards 
that we follow”.78 But they also wish that other groups and markets had such 
standards. They recalled one trip to Sweden where instead of historical accuracy they 
witnessed a tournament being sponsored by a local store, knights in plastic armor, a 
king wearing a paper crown, and other inaccurate portrayals. The group no longer 
attends that particular market.  
  
Valdemar's Kompagni has no association with museums or other 
academic sources besides the founder, and emphasizes that they are a private group, 
and not a union. One member stated, “We are not official, we are a club. Which 
means we are allowed to choose who we want as members...Everyone else has no 
economic responsibility but they are simply on the list as members and they get a call 
when we get a market that we can go to if they want to go or not. And it's completely 
optional”.79 So although Valdemar's Kompagni is a private organization, they do feel 
a responsibility towards the public to interact and teach them as much as possible. 
When asked about the concept of Living History and what they thought Living 
History might be, one member replied, “I would say it is any attempt to portray in 
action and with real props, a specific period. To me it's all about trying to recreate 
what was going on at the time to the best of our knowledge and ability with the 
materials available”.80 Another said, “I would say Living History is not so much 
about what has happened. But it's a great way to learn history. It's like a living 
museum. I learn something new each market”.81 
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Interview with Mikkel Venborg Pedersen, October 27th 2008 at Frilandsmuseet 
Interviewed by Laura Petkeviciute and Maija Komonen 
 
This analysis is based on an interview with Mikkel Venborg Pedersen, 
who has been educated as a European ethnologist, cultural historian and cultural 
anthropologist. He is a senior researcher and curator at Frilandsmuseet, which is a 
part of the Danish National Museum. Frilandsmuseet covers the time period from 
1600 to World War II, and the original buildings of the museum are from the same 
time frame.82 Arranged activities of the museum are guided tours, re-enactments, and 
theatre shows.83 The purpose of the museum is to reserve and preserve old building 
techniques, tell history in a proper and understandable way84, and teach the general 
public about history. The museum has also a large department for directly teaching 
school pupils and university students.85 
 
Frilandsmuseet has its own re-enactment groups, so the members of these 
groups are either the museum’s employees or have been hired from organizations 
which hold a certain knowledge and interpretation of history. The museum also uses 
volunteers who have all been recruited through a society, which has been created in 
the 1940s to help and benefit open air museums. Once in a while the museum has 
cooperated with amateur re-enactment groups, but in those cases the groups are 
strictly chosen, educated and paid by the museum. As being part of the Danish 
national museum, standards are very important to Frilandsmuseet, because they 
ensure the quality of the museum. The standards stem from the employees’ 
education, history of the museum, and discipline of the curators. Frilandsmuseet has, 
for example, a curator for the artifacts, and a curator for the interpretation. Everything 
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should be done as correctly as possible, if and when compromises are needed, they 
should always be conscious choices.86 Superficial demonstrations or re-enactments 
are still not accepted, and every spring the museum arranges a large educational 
program for the re-enactors in order to keep up their broad look of history.87 Mikkel 
Venborg Pedersen sees amateur re-enactment groups as a great way of dealing with 
history. His only concern is that even though they can be good in their own field, they 
usually lack broad knowledge behind it, and that is the difference between amateurs 
and museums.88  
 
The term Living History can be used for “the part which the audience 
often sees as the active interpretation of history.”89 In Frilandsmuseet guided tours, 
demonstrations, re-enactments, storytelling and theatre are called Living History.90 
Theatre has a historical meaning; it has been developed because it provides a 
different way of telling and interpreting history compared to old houses or traditional 
artifacts. Displays are based on folk tales, and use techniques that come from the old 
market theatres of the 18th century and in the beginning of the 19th century.91 On the 
contrary, for example, repairing houses, working in the garden and research is not 
Living History; those should rather be called “background history”.92 
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Interview Analysis and Fieldwork Conclusion 
 
 The combination of the research conducted both from the field work and 
the interviews uncover a string of themes that reoccur throughout. These themes were 
derived from reflection and discussion on both what we had seen and heard and about 
what themes are more predominant than others. The themes which are most 
interesting and recurrent are: reconstruction, re-enactment, demonstration, standards, 
compromise, and (in the case of the interviews) the groups/individuals own opinion 
on what living history is. These themes will be explained in more detail in the 
following chapter but in order to show exactly how we were able to pick out these 
themes from the interviews we will give an account of our reasoning of each in the 
form of an example.  
 Reconstruction was found in every interview and in every place we 
visited; from reconstructing for research to reconstruction for performance purposes. 
The use of reconstructions in nearly every case demonstrates the importance of the 
use of it in presenting a context.  The Iron Age group Prindsens Hverving, making 
tools and clothing in the most 
authentic way possible, helped bring 
us back to the Iron Age. In the case of 
Christian Riedel, his reconstructions 
of Viking furniture seemed not only to 
take him back to the Viking age but 
also to those who observed him. For 
Lejre Experimental Centre whose 
main goal is to use reconstruction for 
research to better understand how 
artefacts were used and buildings were built. Through the use of reconstruction each 
group research subject can attain a better understanding of everyday life. We began 
Figur 4: An example of reconstruction from Lejre
 51
then to understand reconstruction to be a fundamental theme in understanding what 
Living History could be.  
 Re-enactment is also seen in each investigation. What first shocked us 
into thinking of re-enactment as an entity within re-enactment was the fundamental 
difference that we saw when observing two staff in costume at Lejre Experimental 
Centre, one was careful to remain in 
character while the othe r was not. This had 
an effect in the ‘experience’ of being 
brought into the historical period 
attempting to be portrayed. On the one 
occasion we were welcomed in an ‘old 
fashion’ way while the other simply said 
hello and began to ask if we had any 
questions. This lead us to think of the 
power that re-enactment has over the 
observer and the role it can play in 
establishing a context. For example, 
Prindsens Hverving used re-enactment as a 
tool in order to inform the public of how 
life may have been in the Iron Age. Hanne Mogenses the head of the Viking re-
enactment group called ‘Bifrost’ also demonstrates the power of re-enactment by 
using it as a tool for teaching school children about the Viking age. It is important to 
add how in all cases reconstruction and re-enactment came hand in hand. Each group 
uses the tools of reconstruction in order to re-enact history in the most accurate way 
possible. Re-enactment ranges from more of a theatre where the re-enactors put on a 
‘show’ to re-enactors simple re-enacting life on a farm while onlookers observe.  
Demonstration, a concept which occurred to us, again, at Lejre, is when 
reconstructed objects, clothes and weapon, etc are used according to its purpose in 
Figur 5: Reenactment fighting at Ishøj 
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front of an audience in order to demonstrate how it may have been used in previous 
times. The thought that demonstration, although obvious, is a separate theme that 
lined all of our research 
became apparent after 
watching the flaying of a 
boar (elaborated on in The 
Theoretical Base of the 
Model chapter). 
Demonstration gave us an 
insight to what a Living 
History group ought to do 
in respect to its audience – 
practice a certain amount 
of responsibility. All 
subjects interviewed were 
involved in some form of demonstration for example Valdemar’s Kompagni, the 
medieval re-enactment group, demonstrates how it was to cook in those times, as well 
as demonstrating fighting techniques from the middle ages.  Demonstration is always 
used for educational purposes. Demonstration may be used for research by groups, 
such as Prindsens Hverving and the Lejre Experimental Center, in order to test the 
use of reconstructions in turn to determine how they may have been used.  
An important theme which was discussed by each interviewee in the interviews 
was the question of whether or not there should be standards set for Living History 
groups, standards at which they would have to adhere to in order to be classified as a 
Living History group. The answers given to us were not all similar in this case, for 
example Hanne Mogensen was not happy with the idea of standards being set she 
believed it may discourage people from becoming a part of a re-enactment group. In 
contrast the interviewees from Prindsens Hverving believed that is would be ‘very 
Figur 6: Philippe (with microphone) and Agnes (to the right of Philippe) 
demonstrating Iron Age commodities 
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fair’ for there to be standards in place, since it is important for groups to be as 
authentic as possible especially when the public is involved. Through our 
observations, we could see that if standards were introduced, they would have to 
resemble somewhat the different groups and institutions we had seen for it is clear 
that although there were varied answers to whether or not there should be standards 
for groups, it is safe to say that all are very concerned with historical authenticity and 
all feel it is the top priority and their duty to only tell what they know to be true. This 
brings us directly to our next theme, compromises. 
Almost all subjects from the interviews discussed in the necessity of 
compromises, meaning that they are aware they are unable to portray history with 
100% accuracy, because the evidence is just not all there and because there may be a 
lack of resources. Although they admit to compromises it was strongly stressed by all 
that if compromises were to be made it is absolutely crucial that first, you are well 
aware of it, and second that you inform the public of your compromises, giving your 
reason for compromise and explaining how it may have been instead. An example of 
this is that when Prindsens Hverving demonstrated riding of the Icelandic horses 
modern saddles were used by the re-enactors. It was explained to the audience that 
they are not using old saddles because there is no evidence that they excised in that 
time.  
Finally, each subject in the interviews was asked what they themselves 
believed Living History to be. Each answer had its variations, but as a rule all seemed 
to have a similar idea of what the concept meant. A member of Valdemar Kompagni 
for example said it was an attempt to recreate a certain time period as much as 
possible, using reconstructed props and materials. Mikkel Venborg Pedersen, from 
Frilandsmuseet explains Living History to be an active interpretation of history. It 
was also said by one interviewee from Prindsens Hverving and echoed in the 
interview with Mikkel Venborg Pedersen that there must be an audience present in 
order for it to be Living History. Each group has an idea of what Living History is 
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and all seemed to feel that their groups qualify to be classified as Living History. In 
the following chapter the themes which have been picked out the five interviews will 
be further defined and used in order to come to some conclusions on to what Living 
History is and how it should be defined.  
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Theoretical Base of the Model  
 
The field work and the interviews came to their fruition in the midst of 
hotly debated discussions among group members trying hammer out a rational frame 
for what living history could be considered to consist of. It could always be seen that 
reenactment and reconstruction should be integral parts of this frame, however it was 
not enough to separate Living History from practices such as role playing and theater. 
It was clear from both the interviews and the fieldwork both role playing and theater 
should not be confused with Living History. This posed a dilemma for us, as so many 
grey areas became apparent. However, in the tradition of the Council of Westphalia 
we thought that a general understanding of Living History should be possible – 
though not to be misunderstood or misused as standards or policing tools – and that 
there must be a general pattern as to what can be ‘classed’ as living history.  
 
We had decided after much deliberation that the term living history 
therefore, has to be narrowed to only include groups who first and foremost strive for 
historical context and authenticity/accuracy along with these three important criteria 
1) re-enactment, 2) re-construction and 3) demonstration. Our use of the term ‘role-
playing group’ as opposed to a general term such as ‘Living History’ will become 
apparent in the following description of the criteria below. This is an important 
distinction which can very much be seen as a virtual divider between those of the 
amateur realm and those of the more serious persuasion. The context all of the above 
must be within the historical – with that in mind one can use our ‘model’ of sorts, to 
understand what Living History is, what types of reenactment come close, and what 
simply falls short. 
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Reenactment 
The first criteria that was both obvious and yet needs explanation is 
reenactment. By the term reenactment we mean the ‘acting-out’ – using ones voice, 
and one’s body to communicate a theme from a period in time. However, acting 
should not be taken at its intuitive meaning – here acting refers to the acting out of an 
event as a means of communicating history not purely as entertainment. 
Entertainment ‘acting’, the sort that one sees on the stage of a theater for example, 
does not have the responsibility of historical accuracy unlike the ‘acting-out’ of living 
history. Entertainment can also be political, biased and incorrect in the sense that the 
audience has no chance of knowing, as Leonora Thofte explained, wherein the 
compromises of authenticity lie.  Authenticity is not the primary goal in 
entertainment for the best part. The difference between the two modes of re-
enactment or acting out of living history is expressed quite forcefully by Philippe 
Bourbon of Prinsens Hverving: 
 
“It is important to say that this is not acting. The purpose of this has 
never been to act, the acting part here [re-enactment] is a part of it that 
tells the story in a more alive way. I think [it] is really what we are also 
trying to say. That is what I’m telling you it is.”93 
 
However, if one takes reenactment alone, then one can also legitimately 
ask “can one not refer to both living history and fantasy groups as reenactment, 
whereby both fill the criteria?” The answer is no, and for one simple reason: a fantasy 
group does not fit within the historical context. Intricacies regarding what we mean 
with historical context will be expanded upon as a concluding explanation of how it 
brings this model together into a solid frame of living history. 
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Reenactment is therefore ‘pretending’ to be from a time period, whether it 
be for a night, for the duration of a fair or for a fancy dress party. What re-enactment 
is not, is the portrayal of individual figures of history (unless following a documented 
speech) or anything outside what general historical information is available. Prinsens 
Hverving for example, presented a show that was narrative in nature, with semi-
fictional characters. These characters however, did not present any new information 
of their own – no artistic license if you like, was taken. They communicated what was 
known by historical knowledge, with a humorous yet harmless presentation. 
 
Reconstruction 
   Reconstruction suffers from an affliction much like that of living history; 
although more or less defined and understood, it can be taken to have several 
meanings. Reconstruction according to Leonora Thofte’s paper on Rekonstrukioner i 
arkæologisk formidling – et formidlingsdilemma (On the Use of Reconstructions for 
Presenting the Past—a Dilemma) is not as clear cut as simply reconstructing a house 
that looks like it is from the stone age, but rather it has to be able to be cross checked 
by sources – the more sources the better. Thofte refers to five divisions of what is 
meant by reconstruction94. In short 1) the general interpretation by archeologists, 2) 
the conglomeration of representation of the interpretation conducted in any media, 3) 
Specific allusion to physical structure or object, which represent interpretation of a 
archeological material, often in full scale, 4) specific level of how close a 
reconstruction is to the sources (replica, reconstruction, reproduction, recreation, 
working model/working hypotheses), 5) the so-called ‘true reconstructions’.  
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From Thofte’s paper it can be seen that reconstructions are not just 
buildings, objects etc, but also written material whose existence is based on 
interpretation of the sources. One must be aware however, to place Leonora Thofte’s 
paper in the right context. It is a paper written and geared toward the academic 
community and toward an archeological/historical audience. So when written 
material is considered ‘reconstruction’ it is justified. However such individuals and 
groups as we will be dealing with are, as a general rule, not professional in the sense 
that they will write their own papers and thesis. Thus ‘written reconstruction’ will not 
be taken to be a substantial part of this dimension of the model nor as a tool for 
helping to point towards what is Living History.  
 
The other four meanings of reconstruction are all reliant upon the same 
necessity as written reconstruction – the sources. This is an integral part of this model 
when referring to reconstruction. Without the link to sources, either archeological or 
historical, in material form or written form, reconstruction in this model would be 
meaningless.  
 
Again to take reconstruction by itself can indeed include the 
reconstruction of language from the appendix of The Return of The King, and by the 
written description and approved artistry of places and clothes BUT the back stop of 
historical context restricts the labeling of such reconstructions as living history. 
 
Demonstration 
While conducting field research at Lejre Experimental Centre we became 
intrigued by the display of a carcass of a wild boar hanging from a tri-pod like stand. 
The tripod looked like it could have been reconstructed to resemble a device used in 
ancient history to hang and flay slain animals. There was a table beside the hanging 
boar displaying reconstructions of ancient knives, and tools used for flaying. All 
 59
visual indicators pointed toward a demonstration of the flaying of a boar using 
ancient tools and techniques, perhaps with the active ‘flayer’ dressed in ancient garb 
in a display of re-enactment. However when the time finally came for the boar to be 
skinned and gutted, a man in rather modern clothes with Lejre’s symbol embedded 
upon it wandered up to the swelling crowd around the tripod and promptly began to 
flay the pig with modern knives. While there was no sign or indication that this event 
would actually be ‘re-enacted’, it lead the researches to think why display ancient re-
constructed tools with no intention to use them in a demonstration; what benefit 
would one draw out of the experience as an observer other than a grotesque cutting-
up of a wild boar? This question was all the more intriguing given the location (Lejre 
Open Air Museum). What suddenly occurred to us during the display was that this 
was in a very pure sense a demonstration, and the benefit was simply being able to 
identify, in this case, with the life of those who lived before mass consumption of 
meats and abattoirs. One is suddenly brought into the world of those who would 
witness and participate in such an act in simpler times, especially through the senses, 
such as smell, sight and touch (onlookers were invited to touch the innards of the 
boar – to which mainly children accepted, poking and prodding with awed 
enthusiasm). The flaying of the wild boar also illustrates a crucial point in the use of 
demonstration namely that it requires an audience for it to be considered as such.  
 
Demonstration in the context of this model is therefore a means by which 
something is communicated to an audience, not necessarily using re-constructed 
materials, re-enactment or methods from earlier times. As long as the context is made 
clear as to the nature of the demonstration (such as the tables beside the wild boar 
displaying ancient flaying tools) – demonstration can be used to communicate, and 
visualize certain aspects (through senses such as smell, touch and sight) of the past. 
This is an important aspect in developing an understanding of what living history is.  
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It can then be said that demonstration is a broad term that can be applied 
when ever reconstruction and reenactment are implemented in the public sphere. 
Without historical context and authenticity/accuracy, demonstration, reenactment and 
reconstruction become role playing groups.     
 
The Historical Context 
Throughout the project we have discussed the historical context of Living 
History and it’s important role in the observations made as to what makes something 
Living History. When using the word ‘historical’ we do not intend to invoke any 
philosophical discussion as to what history is or ought to be, nor do we wish to enter 
in debate about the limits of historical knowledge, but rather use it in the sense of 
referring to the general area and practice of the academic study of history. We take 
historical context to refer to a group’s ability to utilize historical knowledge and 
research in developing their Living History. This also refers to the three main criteria 
in that, without historical context and authenticity/accuracy, these three criteria can 
be used to describe any number of re-enactment groups and organizations. To clarify 
further here is a fictional example of a Living History group (for filling an historical 
context) followed by a counter example (not filling an historical context). 
 
Let our group take the form of several members of a given community 
that have started a group that wishes to ‘dress’ up in costumes from 1850. The act in 
itself – that is of dressing up – is essentially nothing at all except for a form of 
reconstruction. The groups’ costumes however, are of a particularly high standard of 
reconstruction as they have gone to their local museum and library to research the 
look and style, fabrics, colors, and manufacture of their costumes. This puts them in 
an historical context regarding reconstruction – using historical sources and 
consulting the ‘academic body of work’ on the matter. What also put them in an 
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historical context is that they represent a period in time that has the backing and 
consensus of historical knowledge. 
 
For the counter example, let us again use The Dandies but instead of them 
wishing to demonstrate to the public, they wish to only dress up for themselves when 
attending a privately arranged 1800s themed ball. Let us also say that their costumes 
this time are made from materials not quite like what was used in the 1800s, but have 
done their best to imitate the costumes seen in the film Beau Brummel (1954) who’s 
characters also dress in period costume. Although, The Dandies have reconstructed 
costumes and to a degree demonstrated the use of their costumes – they fall short of 
Living History because no historical context was observed. No research was 
undertaken except for the attempt to mimic the look of costumes from a semi-
fictional film. They also fall short because they do not meet one of the criteria – 
reenactment. They do not pretend to be from the period at their parties, confessing 
only to have a good time in the company of their friends. They have chosen a period 
in time that is historically known and studied, however they have failed to actually 
study the time period for themselves. The idea of private groups not connected to the 
public can also be broadened to encompass other groups who dress up and enjoy 
themselves either for an interest in the theme or a wish to simply socialize – much 
like Thofte’s example of the group in the forest. However these types of groups 
should not go unnoticed and unheeded, nor should they by any means be given a 
negative connotation.  For they too contribute to a world of expanding knowledge 
and explosion of history to those who perhaps, would not normally be interested in it. 
We have opted to call these groups ‘role-playing groups’.   
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To further help understanding the model presented we have included a 
visual representation. Presented is the interconnectedness of the criteria and the 
importance they have for forming a Living History Group. 
 
  
 
    The model represents the connection between the four criteria Historical Context, 
Reconstruction, Demonstration and Re-enactment. All of these overlap the centre 
circle Living History denoting that all of these together make up a Living History 
group.  
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Discussion 
 
Importance of the 4 Criteria: 
 Through our research, both with interviews as well as written material, we 
have discovered that for Living History to be class as anything it must be within an 
academic setting. To do so, it should adhere to the model we have fashioned out of 
our results. Although this model is not absolute, following the criteria located in the 
model will safely place a group, whether professional or amateur, within what we 
have found to be acceptable parameters for Living History, albeit only when trying to 
adhere to very strict principles, such as those expressed at the Council of Westphalia.   
  
It has been our fear that our results may be misconstrued and 
misinterpreted to mean that our model is firstly a definition of Living History, and 
secondly is meant to give a negative connotation to all those groups who do not meet 
the standards presented in the model. This is not our intention. We still fully 
recognize groups who do not necessarily fulfil our criteria as being legitimate forms 
of both entertainment and learning. We consider the individual’s learning process an 
important aspect of all role-playing, re-enactment and living history groups.  
  
However, where we draw the line for Living History is in the amount of 
responsibility that a group acquires when it assumes the title of Living History. In 
other words, if a group were to use our model, they knowingly accept that their 
actions must be within historical context and accuracy. Furthermore they must also 
consider the implications they have not only on themselves and other re-enactment 
groups, but also the public who would view them.  
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What Our Model Can Be Used For: 
 The use of our model, as previously stated, is mainly a guideline for those 
groups who wish to participate in activities that could be considered Living History. 
These activities would place these groups in the public domain, endowing them with 
the aforementioned responsibilities. It can also be used by academics and museums as 
a frame in which they ask their re-enactment counterparts to fulfil. Our model can 
also be used in further research into the area of Living History, and possibly give 
insight into new theories or other criteria needed in order to be considered Living 
History.  
 
Criticisms of the Model: 
 The model, whilst thoroughly discussed and subjected to many ‘thought 
experiments’ is still not in its mature form. Due to time restraints (which also 
impacted our empirical research) certain intricacies of the model could not be 
reached. Such aspects that could be expanded upon are the extent as to what the 
criteria of ‘re-construction’ can be used for in understanding Living History.  
  
 For example, the different types of reconstruction expressed by Leonora 
Thofte could have been expanded upon to exclude groups that did not follow 
historical sources close enough.  
 
 The model also has its limits when used as a tool for understanding what 
Living History is in the sense that there are so many variations of what can be 
considered Living History but do not fall within our criteria. This is a failing not 
unusual for such an undefined area. However it is our belief that this is how it should 
remain, and that each group should be taken on its merit. The restriction of the model 
also lies within the opening up of dialogue between groups, both Living History (as 
we see it) and other denominations. Dialogue is imperative if any sort of universality 
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is to be reached in regards to what a group should strive for as either a role-playing, 
re-enactment or living history group, and to where and who responsibility lies.  
 
Perhaps the next point does not belong in criticisms of our model but 
rather a separate category called ‘clarification of the model’. However as it can be a 
misconception of our model, we have placed it here in criticisms. Throughout our 
research is has been a looming discussion amongst our group about what role 
ethnicity plays in Living History.  
  
The discussion of ethnicity centres around two main arguments, the first 
cloaking itself in the name of ‘historical accuracy’. This argument maintains that if 
one wishes to re-enact, reconstruct and demonstrate in a historically authentic and 
accurate way, than to use someone of a different ethnic look than the historical 
ethnicity of a particular group or people from the past, would be inaccurate and not 
optimal for an authentic portrayal of past happenings. The second and counter 
argument is that ethnicity should not play a role in Living History, and that it should 
not matter what one looks like, just that one has an interest in the subject matter. At 
first glance, our model seems to support the former rather than the latter argument but 
here we would like to take a moment to clarify our opinion on the matter. 
  
The model with its four main criteria, re-enactment, reconstruction, 
demonstration and historical authenticity/accuracy very much agree with the first 
argument, but only if misused. The model refers to inanimate objects and inanimate 
themes NOT to people. If, for example, a person with a look other than Caucasian, 
wishes to partake in a Viking re-enactment group, than he or she should be admitted. 
The reason for this is clear when you take the one criteria in our model that requires 
the constant physical action of a person – re-enactment. In the criteria, it is necessary 
to ‘act out’ a period of time, and to ‘pretend’ to be a person from that time. In this 
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sense, one can pretend to be a Viking and yet look Mongoloid because the change 
happens in the re-enactment of being a Viking – not in the reality of what the person 
actually is or looks like.  For re-enactment not to be authentic/accurate would require 
the actor to ‘act-out’ a period in the wrong manner. Let us say for example if an actor 
‘acted out’ an Australian Aboriginal dance – both with the correct dress and correct 
demonstration of clap-sticks—BUT with modern interpretive movements, then he or 
she would not be historically accurate. The race, skin colour and look of the 
individual is irrelevant. 
  
Those who would support the first argument would counter this by saying that it 
would still be the audience who would lose out, not receiving a true depiction of a 
period in time. This unfortunately is not within the control of the model, and does 
expose our argument as an ideological one, but one must also give credit to the 
audience, acknowledging that commonsense would dictate their observations. Most 
people would perhaps realise that a Mongoloid looking person was playing the part of 
a Viking, however one can hope that the act of the Mongoloid looking person ‘acting 
out’ the part of a Viking would counter this distraction.  
 
 We are also aware of the ethical implications this view might have on certain 
peoples of different cultures and backgrounds, religious and traditional beliefs and 
are aware of the overall sensitiveness of the issue. However, after understanding what 
is meant by our model on this point, we hope to spread this view ever so slowly into 
the awareness of those who read this paper. 
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Criticisms of Living History: 
 
1. Living History can be Politically Biased or Romanticized  
 Each re-enactment group or museum can portray an event in different 
manners, some completely opposite, or at least slightly embellished compared to 
other historical accounts. This can contribute to a romantic interpretation of an event 
when it might not have happened actually might not have happened that way. This 
tradition of events being passed off as real history is known as Fakelore.95Another 
way of romanticizing living history is displaying peasant life in various time periods. 
The pictures portrayed are usually happy, well-nourished families living in white-
washed cottages during summertime, demonstrating the hard work of living on a 
farm. But this portrayal never shows tragic events of hunger, thieves, epidemics, and 
other hardships that lower classes would have to face. It is the same for battle events. 
The public never sees the results long after the battle has ended, such as diseases 
from untreated wounds, and looting of corpses.  
 
2. Criticisms on the Pros and Cons of Standards 
There are also a lot of problems in the field of Living History when it 
comes to standards, and if any should be followed. According to those academics we 
have spoken with, it is their opinion that it is up to each individual museum to come 
up with standards for their own re-enactment groups to follow. But a lot of amateur 
groups are not connected in any way to museums, but are still publicly displaying 
their knowledge. There are no universal standards for living history, and therefore 
each group decides on its own which standards, if any, they will follow. This makes it 
difficult for the public, who is forced to decide for themselves what might or might 
not be historically accurate. From our research, we have learned that many groups are 
aware of their historical responsibility, but this of course does not encompass 
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everyone. A large problem also comes from the involvement of money, in regards to 
donations given by companies which might in turn demand advertisement of their 
products and therefore spoil the atmosphere of historical context. This can be seen in 
the interview with Valdemar’s Kompagni where one member described seeing 
knights in plastic armour with the logo of a local business painted across the front.  
 
Relationship between amateurs and academics  
From our interviews we can see that the academics actually are very 
positive about living history being practiced outside the academic world. When we 
undertook this project we were afraid that there would be some very negative 
attitudes between the two “camps”, but we found that this was not the case. Amateurs 
did not find that their effort was not being appreciated and their initiative was 
embraced. We could however also see that one advantage of the re-enactment groups 
having relations to the academic world is that they become more critical of re-
enactment and actually strive for correctness very close to that of museums. An 
example of this is an episode mentioned by ‘Valdemars Kompagni’, when they went 
to Sweden and found that the standards presented there was very low compared to 
that of Denmark, so low that the group was horrified by it. It must however be noted 
that once a group are closely connected to a museum, more is expected of them as the 
museums have a responsibility to the society. But Living history does certainly not 
belong to museums only 
 
Compromises: 
From our interviews we have found that in order to do living history both 
academics and amateurs have to make different compromises in their way of 
representing history. From the Viking re-enactment group Bifrost we learned that one 
of their compromises is to use modern tools to create their artefacts, when they are 
privately working on them. Once they are on public display, they do however use the 
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authentic tools only. At Lejre Experimental Centre they have reconstructed some 
farm houses, in which people live as peasants did 150 years ago. These houses have 
however been heightened by 20 cm, as research has shown that this is the amount of 
which people have grown since then. In order for the re-enactors to work and 
function realistically it was necessary to take that research into consideration. 
Compromises are however not only specific to artefacts, but whenever theatre is 
involved a lot interpretation is present. This can be observed at Frilandsmuseet, 
where stories performed are based on folktales and elaborated upon to give a view on 
the past.     
 
All however agree that compromises are acceptable as long as on is aware 
and open about them. They are inevitable.  
 
Perspectives for further research:  
During our project work a discussion about ethics and living history 
arose. Would we actually want to have all history displayed in live versions? Would 
we re-create all the dark areas of history and would people be willing to see it? One 
example could be to do living history in Auschwitz, showing how life was in the 
camp. It would be possible to have re-enactors both portraying the role of the Jews 
and the German soldiers and even demonstrating how the gas chambers functions. 
But whether or not this would be acceptable and whether people would actually like 
to see the history in this way is a question about ethics. From our observations we 
have noted that re-enactment shows usually strive for entertainment in the portrayal 
of history, while avoiding the more harsh events. This could be an interesting starting 
point for a project on this area.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Our goal from the outset has been to answer our research question: what 
is Living History? Through our research we have discovered that Living History is a 
term which can be used to describe re-enactment groups in a historical context who 
have an extended responsibility due to their public exposure, either in a museum 
setting or some other public location. It is a concept which has can have a different 
meaning for each individual or group of people, especially those who practice Living 
History and therefore is difficult to define. Due to the large rang of opinions on the 
matter we have formulated our own understanding of Living History and how it could 
be identified. We have used ethnographic methods to interview five separate 
individuals and groups involved in re-enacting history. We have found that a living 
history group is one in which strives for historical accuracy; re-enacting history 
through reconstructions and demonstration.  
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Resume 
 
Projektets titel er ”Livng History” og er indenfor dimensionerne: Historie 
og Kultur og Subjektivitet og Læring.  
Vores hovedspørgsmål er ”Hvad er Levende historie?”. Dette har vi forsøgt at belyse 
ved at samle empirisk data fra udflugter til steder med relevans for emnet og fra 
kvalitative interviews både med amatør grupper der genopfører historie og to museer 
der arbejder med levende historie. Ydermere har vi også valgt at se på historien bag 
Levende Historie og dens udvikling op til i dag. Dette er gjort for at give læseren en 
forståelse af hvad Levende Historie er blevet anset for at være gennem tiden. Det 
indsamlede materiale og analyserne af vores interviews var grundlæggende for 
opbygningen af vores teoretiske model. Denne består af fire kriterier: Rekonstruktion, 
Genopførelse, Demonstration og Historisk Autenticitet/Akkuratesse. Formålet med 
modellen er ikke at give en definition af hvad Levende Historie er, men at give en 
forståelse af hvad det kan være – en retningslinje for både museer og amatør grupper. 
Endvidere indeholder projektet en kritisk diskussion af både Levende Historie og 
vores model.  
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Group Dynamics 
 
  Our group began when the proposal was given to write a project on the 
phenomena of living history. It was proposed that we investigate what living 
history was and how it is relevant in the academic world. Our group consist of six: 
one male and five female.  
 
  Our first conflict was the fact that very few written sources were found on 
the topic of living history itself. In order solve this problem we decided that our 
project must consist mainly of epistemological methods, mostly consisting of 
interviews and some observations.   
 
   Our project work from this point on followed easily for the remainder of 
the semester. There were no other difficulties with our research. 
 As a group we had no conflicts within between members and everyone seemed to 
get a long quite well. 
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Appendix 
 
Interview 1 
 
Interview with Leonora Thofte, September 24, 2008 at Lejre Open-Air Museum. Interviewed 
by Trent Coeli, Birgitte Pantmann and Amanda Kennedy.  
 
 
Trent: If you'll just explain your roll at Lejre for us and who you are and what your academic 
background is? 
 
Leonora: My name is Leonora Tofte and I am an archaeologist and I studied archeology in 
Copenhagen. I started studying in 1995 and 2 years later I got a job at Lejre, and I enjoyed it so 
much I worked here every summer, and I postponed my studies more and more because the work 
just grew and grew, and so that's how it started here. And 8 years later I was offered a position here 
and I wasn't even finished with my studies. So actually I haven't finished studying archeology, I still 
have to do my final project, but I have stopped because I have the job I would like to have. I have 
always been interested in communications, and during my studies I had that as sort of a red trail 
through what I did. I loved stories about the past myself and I wanted to learn so much and I 
thought it was so fun to tell it to others as well and draw people into these worlds we create.   
 
Trent: Have you yourself been out and dressed up in costumes, even the big-shots, and 
archaeologists and historians? 
 
Leonora: That's how we work here. If I make a tour in the Iron Age for instance, or have a group 
who has to cook their own dinner, we always use the costumes because they are just as much a part 
of the “formidling”96 as the houses and all the props and everything else. So we try to dress in the 
clothing as often as possible. So I was offered this position and my responsibility is to put together 
the program for the season and what we want to do each week, and contact all the groups that want 
to come and visit us, and make programs for all the subjects we would like to make presentations 
about. And then I also have the job to buy special experiences here, such as companies who want 
for instance, a division that wants to know each other better, so they come here and spend 3 hours in 
the Iron Age Village and cook a big Iron Age meal and all sorts of different activities.  
 
Trent: So you do team-building stuff as well? 
 
Leonora: Yes. Team-building from softer to harder things. We also have contacts to people who do 
social trips. They call and say they would like to do team-building and it's mainly social. So those 
are my two main responsibilities. 
 
Trent: Why do you have the team-building things incorporated as well? It doesn't seem very 
historical. Is it because you want people to learn more about it? 
 
Leonora: There are two reasons. One is to make money. We can earn a lot of money, and museums 
don't get that much help anymore in this country. And we are actually not a museum. We have to 
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make all our money ourselves except our teaching activities. We are not a proper museum because 
we do not have any archaeological or historical responsibilities in the sense of collecting and 
conserving and exhibiting. We have no real artifacts at all. We also do it because it is a tremendous 
opportunity to present the past to a group of people who often don't come to cultural museums or 
don't engage in historical and cultural activities. They often, these people that come in these groups 
with their companies, they haven't chosen to come here. It's just one person who is sitting and 
thinking what they should do this year, and they come here. And when they are here they realize 
that it is really interesting to learn about the past. And these people often think that history is dusty 
and boring museums where you have to be quiet, but when they come here and they experience the 
past in the way that we make it because we re-enact it a lot, then it's a whole different experience 
for them and it makes it more fun and interesting. And people have their eyes opened here a lot. 
That's also why we do it. Because it's grownups. Very often it's mostly children who are put into the 
museums or really interested grownups.  
 
Trent: It seems the main reason a place like this exists is to teach. 
 
Leonora: To teach and educate. Another goal we have is to research. And then you can say that 
entertainment is not a goal, but it is a mean to reach our goal, which is education.  
 
Trent: The whole concept of experimental archeology. Can you explain what that means? What 
does it involve? 
 
Leonora: Experimental archeology is a discipline within the archaeological research field. It's a way 
to produce new knowledge about the past. It's an analytical method. There are all sorts of methods 
that archaeologists work with. Experimental archeology is a method in the same way. It's a science 
lab. We are like an arch science lab here. Not everywhere or all the time but when we choose to do 
experiments. Lejre in itself is not one big experiment because there are rules to what defines an 
experiment so that you can use the results afterwards. You have to be able to test them. For instance 
if you choose to examine antler axes from the Stone Age, an experiment could be to reproduce these 
axes, look at the original ones and have someone with the expertise make them, and try them out on 
5 different materials in 5 different ways. And you keep track of what you did, and afterwards you 
would analyze each ax and compare it with the original ones. That would be a way to structure an 
experiment. You always have to go back to the original material and analyze it and make 
comparisons.  
 
Trent: I guess I had the unfair assumption that it was a lot of guess-work, but not really. 
 
Leonora: But that's because there are 2 kinds of experiments. There are these really controlled 
experiments and then we also work with experiments that are much broader in a sense and you can't 
control every parameter; you can't control every factor. Where it's not so much the result you want 
you go for, but you want to experience something about how some process works. Because you 
need to have more input to make your interpretation of some material. For instance in our iron age 
village, we have these nice houses where people work and live there every summer, they work 
really well in the summer time. So are they good reconstructions? Can we base it on that? How do 
they work in winter? Don't we need to know how they work in winter time? So we have tried to live 
there in the winter time and we have done it for one week over 3 years and we got lots of results and 
we measured the temperature and all kinds of things, and the results we get are not how things were 
in the past, but how does this, our modern reconstructions, how does it work, and how can we then 
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use these experiences to then reinterpret the material or just evaluate our own reconstruction, and 
maybe go back. These kinds of experiences are mainly designed to provoke more questions, 
because we have something that we call “desk archaeologists”. It's people who sit and write a lot 
about the past based on what they think. And sometimes it's really difficult to imagine how things 
can be in real physical life. It's the same for physics and in the hardcore natural sciences. They very 
often have to make models. You can say we are making models to see how something could work. 
You make a model, and when you see it your imagination is sort of harnessed by the surroundings 
.Maybe you can't predict the properties of wood, but when you are out there and you are trying to 
make something out of wood, then the properties of the wood will tell you it is not possible, even 
though you thought it was. So those are the two different kinds of experiments.  
 
Trent: I think we've already answered this one. But we wonder why at all you use re-enactors. Why 
not just demonstrate with an archaeologist and say “this is how an ax works.” Why get people in 
costume instead?  
 
Leonora: There are also archaeologists who put on the clothing when they show...it's the concept of 
re-enactment. It's more to help provide people with a surrounding...A context for something. If you 
just have the iron age ax in your hand, and someone suited up like me telling you, “and this is an 
iron age ax” or let's say a Viking age ax, the really long ones they use to cut the planks for the ship. 
This is a really specialized tool. So if I just stand here and try to explain it to you why it has its 
shape, and I try to explain to you what this plank looked like, and I try to explain to you when I use 
this ax I don't cut the oars in the tree, and the result of the plank is that its really slim and flexible. 
And when I tell you this, you can have pictures in your mind, but I have no idea of knowing what 
those pictures really are. But if you see it in a context and if you actually see it and even try it 
yourself, we know what context you now have. And then you also have the possibility to 
understand a lot more. Because we are talking to you on many levels, not just through words but 
through your eyes, and through your ears when you hear the sound of this, and tactile information, 
and through smell. The wood smells. And when you sit inside the iron age house and there's 
cooking and you're standing up, all of a sudden you get an information that it's really smoky inside 
the house and it probably wasn't really healthy, and then I can tell you to try and sit down and then 
you will experience for yourself that it's not so smoky down here and that's probably why they 
didn't really use chairs and tables, so you could be down to the ground. And it's sometimes a lot 
easier to understand something when you do it yourself. But it also has its hazards, to try and 
convey things through reconstructions and re-enactments; you really don't need to divide those 
things too much, the house or the person who is re-enacting it, it's part of the same thing. The 
dangers of doing these things is that it's very convincing. When you go into the Iron Age village and 
you see the people living there in the clothing you think...it's a really strong impression you get, and 
you think, “Oh that's how it was in the Iron Age.”  
 
Trent: So if they do something wrong perhaps, or start looking at their watch or pull out their 
mobile? 
 
Leonora: Well those are so obvious, but it's a bad example because the public can easily distinguish 
those things. They will be the ones to point out to you that you're wearing glasses, “did you know 
you're wearing glasses, they didn't have glasses in the Iron Age.” But I can give you an example, 
because there is some new research that has changed the look of the clothing from the Iron Age. 
Until now we thought that in the beginning of the Iron Age they didn't dye their clothes, so it didn't 
have a lot of color. So when you as a visitor would go into the Iron Age village you would see a lot 
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of people wearing clothing without colors. It would only have the brown/gray colors of the sheep's 
wool itself. And you would think, “oh that's how it is” but you wouldn't know that there was either 
a debate among archaeologists about it, and that we chose this because we think there is more 
evidence in that direction. And you won't also know that there is someone who has analyzed this 
and found out something else. Cause we haven't had time yet to correct this and another thing is that 
we don't know a lot of things about how the houses looked like. We don't know how tall they were, 
or what the roofs were made out of. We don't know if the houses were decorated inside, so we just 
have to do something. The minute you start reconstructing you have the do the whole thing, 
otherwise you don't have anything to use or anything to re-enact in. That's where there's a lot of 
guesswork. Or you have some points of knowledge and you have to make all the lines between 
them, and they are based on educated guesses. And this is what the public doesn't know. They don't 
know what you're guessing and what you know. This is why reconstructions are really...not 
dangerous, but it can give you a wrong impression of the past if you think of it is a truth. You need 
someone to educate you before you look at it. And that's what we really try to do here when we do 
the tours and when we talk to people. We try to always point out what we know and what we don't 
know, and how we can get to different kinds of results, and that you as an individual can think on, 
and your guesses can sometimes be as good as ours. But they are also sometimes not as good. And 
that's why it is not pure fantasy. Because I have the knowledge of all the archaeological finds and 
theories, and that's why my guesses are often better than yours, but not always. So you see there is 
something really good about re-enacting and re-enactors, and something not so good.   
 
Trent: How do you choose re-enactment groups? Is there some sort of standard they have to live up 
to? 
 
Leonora: It is very important that they are authentic. And authentic is also a rather loose concept, 
but by authenticity we mean they have to strive for perfection in their interpretation and in what 
they use for props and storytelling. They also have to be careful and meticulous about their 
presentation. Like if they do it they have to do it right all the way. We don't want someone just 
sitting in an Iron Age shirt over their modern clothes. Then it's better with nothing.  
 
Trent: The whole deal sort of thing? 
 
Leonora: Yeah. And it's really important they are willing to interact with the public. When they 
construct their activities, they have to think about the public. There should be something for the 
public to do, hands on things. And they can be anyone; they just need to be interested.  
 
Trent: What about independent re-enactment groups? Just a general opinion. What do you think of 
them? Do you think they're a danger to the authenticity of certain times in history, or do you think 
they're completely fine dressing up and playing with swords? 
 
Leonora: Yeah, I think all re-enactment groups are good. I'm all for re-enactment groups because it 
shows an interest in the past or in history. It shows a wish to involve yourself and learn and interact, 
and also to communicate. And there are many levels of this. It's fine to be in an Iron Age group 
where you maybe only wear the shirt and nothing else, if you're doing it for yourself. But if you 
want to come here and do it you have to do the whole thing. Because to our public we show the 
whole thing. But for people to do that themselves, and go to the forest and fight...That's also a part 
of it. There are a lot of these middle age groups who stage fights in forests. And then I think it's not 
always important in authenticity in everything. If you are making a medieval battle, and you have 
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chosen a particular battle and you know they were wearing plate armor, and you know they were 
doing this and you can't get a hold of those, but you can make some out of plastic, that's fine. 
Because you are thinking about it, you are interacting, talking with your colleagues in the group, 
“what should we do, what should they look like, if we can't make the real thing what can we do?” 
As long as you don't say, “this is how it was.”  
 
Trent: as long as they know what they're doing wrong? 
 
Leonora: They can also...it's like sometimes for someone to immerse themselves into the past, they 
don't need everything. They don't need the whole gear. You can also just wear a woolen sack with a 
hole in it that you put over your head and you can better pretend you're in the Iron Age. It's a prop 
that helps you on a journey back in time. But if we are to show it to our public, we have to show the 
whole thing. 
 
Trent: Do you think there should be some sort of standard for groups like this if they want to be in a 
public domain, like in a market? I know you (Birgitte) went to the Viking Market recently and they 
had people walking around looking to see if people were doing things right, and if they weren't they 
got kicked out.  
 
Leonora: I would say it is very different. There are a lot of Viking and middle age markets which 
are not connected to museums. I don't think you should have overall standards, and “we will give 
you a fine if you this and that”. I mean it must be the individual museum's responsibilities and 
express their wish. What are their needs? If they want to engage with a group for something. For a 
spectacle or a show or something. But then there are Viking markets that just pop up by themselves. 
And I don't think you should make any rules for that. I just think it's important to make a dialog 
with all these re-enactment people about expressing to the people who see them, what do we know 
and what don't we know. And don't impose truth on other people or how the past works.  
 
Trent: Do you think they go too far though, these re-enactment groups? For example you (Birgitte) 
met this fellow at the market.  
 
Birgitte: Oh yes, and this man who claimed himself to be a Viking.  
 
Leonora: I mean that's like saying, “I'm a hobbit. My soul is a hobbit.” I mean...if that's what he 
feels, if that's his emotion. I mean maybe some...I don't know who should believe that. Maybe 
foreigners who don't know the Vikings are not someone who lives in research. Sometimes people 
have asked if we have reservations for Vikings. Like as if they were the aborigines of the country. 
And I can understand if you don't know much about it. In that sense, it may be dangerous, or really 
wrong to say “I am a Viking” but that's really rare. So I have no problem with people saying, “I am 
a Viking”. Only if they use it to like...justify something.  
 
Amanda: Like if they're trying to sell something to you, or? 
 
Leonora: No, more like racially, or “I have claims to this country, because we know the Vikings 
lived here, and I am a Viking”. Where things become political or racial. Sometimes the past is taken 
and misused in that way. And there are Nazi oriented groups who are really taking advantage of the 
Vikings, or the whole Viking thing. Like to justify themselves. And this is really wrong.  
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Trent: I had no idea that existed. 
 
Leonora: It's not so much here in Scandinavia, but in Poland it's really bad. Things like that. When 
you get into that sort of thing... 
 
Birgitte: It goes out of hand. 
 
Leonora: But other than that I think it's great if someone wants to immerse themselves into the past 
like that. But of course...and I don't know how you can say to everyone, “Oh and then you have to 
make sure the one you talk to does not believe this was the exact truth about the past.” You can't do 
that. We can just try to do it in the museums. And try to tell the importance of it. But I don't think 
there should be any rules about that. 
 
Trent: One of our group members who is not with us today has been reading Nietzsche. And she 
wanted us to ask this question. Do you think history is destroyed by re-enactments? You do a little 
thing wrong and that expands into more things going wrong. If you are re-enacting history you are 
at the same time destroying it because you can't portray it as it really was.  
 
Leonora: No, I disagree because you never know what it was, really. You can never have a safe 
island where you can say, “We know this is how it was.” And it's true when you re-enact something 
it's not how it was. But we also don't know how it was. So in order to talk about how it was in a 
meaningful way it's a dilemma. We need to re-enact it. And then there are many interpretations of 
the same thing depending on the eyes who look and their cultural standpoint and their place and 
time in history. And also what you are looking at, what aspect you are looking at in history. So I 
don't think you are destroying it, I think that's nonsense. And I also know Umberto Echo (spell 
check?) has written a history about reconstructions. And how modern people have a tendency to 
want to re-construct more and more and it's somehow destroying people's imaginations. It's going 
way too far somehow. But to me it can never go too far, because there is always more. And for me 
reconstruction is just helping taking off the pages that someone else has written. And this is really 
heavy stuff often to read. And often exhibitions and books and elitists are often made or written by 
people who have spent years in university learning how to decipher their sources. And when they 
try to talk to other people, it's just...they haven't opened these sources, they just expand them. 
Because they already understand them.  
 
Birgitte: One more thing about the groups that come to re-enact, how do you (tape messes up) 
 
Leonora: Often we know what they are doing to see what is wrong and what is not. Like if this 
group for instance who comes in the autumn holiday to re-enact the Iron Age all of a sudden shows 
up with a bronze sword, we would say, “hey, this is out of order, why are you doing this?” Because 
some of us are archaeologists. We spent learning what everything looks like, and also knowing 
most of the theories. So if they want to make a new spectacle for instance, we talk to them about 
what it is, and ask them, “So what are you basing this and that on?” But mostly we recognize it 
already so we don't talk so much about it because we already know.  
 
Birgitte: They also come to you and ask, “Could you explain how we could do this?” 
 
Leonora: Yes, and that happened a little bit this year, because this particular re-enactment group 
consisted of a lot of people who ride horses. And this is really easy to talk about how horses were 
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used, and men were riding these horses because we have a lot of graves with riding equipment in 
them and they were men's graves. And we don't have any women's graves with riding equipment. 
And all sources point at it was men who rode the horses and they were the warriors. So that's sort of 
the main interpretation of that's how it was. But there are also women in this group who ride horses 
and want to be part of that and bring that into their spectacle. So they were trying to figure out a 
way to do this. And a solution that we came up with was that in the Viking age mythology, when 
the soldiers die in the battlefield they are collected by Valkyries and they come riding on horses. 
But those same Valkyrie can be brought further back in time to the Iron Age. So they make a big 
fight in this spectacle and there are always lots of dead people, so the solution was that they would 
come in as the Valkyries and bring out the dead.  
 
Birgitte: But that would be even more difficult because you don't know what they would look like.  
 
Leonora: They were wearing black clothes and wavy things hanging down. We don't know what 
they looked like, but that's okay. Because the impression you need to see is that these figures are 
coming to get them and how they are doing it. It's not always important you know everything. Lots 
of archaeologists will say that, and lots of archaeologists hate re-constructions and re-enactment 
groups and think it is just the devil's making. But that is because they don't see it from the 
presentation point. Archeology is a science and has its methods, but so does presentation. It's also a 
scientific base or field with its own established methods for communication.  
 
 
 
Interview 2 
Interview with Hanne Mogensen, head of the Viking re-enactment group ‘Bifrost’, 
October 8th 2008 at the Viking Settlement in Fredrickssund 
Interviewed by Birgitte Pantmann and Trent Coelli 
 
 
Trent: So are you in frequent dialogue with Lejre (Experimental Center) about your activities about 
how to do things or what not? 
 
Hanna Mogensen: no and yes.  
 
Trent: no and yes? 
 
Mogensen: No, of course we go to different places to exchange information and to exchange 
information with other Vikings, especially in the summer time when we have our markets.  We 
have our market here in  
Fredrickssund on the lawn down there a lot of tents and there are tents behind also, then Vikings 
from all over come. 
 
Trent: yeah I think Birgitte was just at a Viking market 
 
Birgitte: yeah in Ishøj 
 
Mogensen: yeah we were there as well 
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Birgitte: oh you were?  
 
Mogensen:  As you can see they are making this house it is very difficult to keep because of the 
Danish climate the frost, and the water and the winter as you can see all the scratches in the clay, 
this is clay with horse dung.  
 
Birgitte:  will this have to be rebuilt also or..? 
 
Mogensen: as you can see it has this wall has just been done and the outside has just been done 
 
Trent: so what is in the middle, wood?  Or what holds it?  
 
Mogensen: yes there is wood. 
 
Trent: and then you just build, or put the clay around it or? 
 
Mogensen: yes 
 
Birgitte: so who pays for this? It must be costly to do this? 
 
Mogensen: yes, who pays for this, it is city council they finally gave money some years after the 
culture city then they got money and got finds to keep it, then the city council said “oh well we will 
not do it anymore” and now it is just laying and falling apart. It looks horrible down here but now 
the city has given money again so they have a man down here working some hours during the day 
and trying to fix things.  
 
Trent: So where do you sleep then?  Just On rugs on the ground or? 
 
Mogensen: no, this house is not built properly yet because from the wall and out to here 
approximately to this height there was benches all the way and then you were sleeping on here and 
you could make curtains to have a bit of privacy because it was the whole family who were staying 
here, and servants and so on, there could be 20 or 30 people in here living.  
 
Trent: is that because of the cost that you can’t make it the way you want? 
 
Mogensen: yes yes, we finally got some money so that next year they are starting to put a plank 
floor in here. This floor is awful and when there are a lot of people you can imagine the smoke and 
the dust. 
 
Trent: The dust yeah, what did they actually have back then did they have just a dirt floor or did 
they also have plank floors? 
Mogensen: both 
 
Trent: they had both? 
 
Mogensen: yeah, some had clay floors, proper clay floors as this so you have keep it clean, but also 
some had plank floors.  
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Birgitte: I guess it all depends on the amount of money you have. 
 
Mogensen: yeah, and how rich the family was 
 
Trent: but was it the communities that made sure there was a place to live? And if of course there 
were a few rich people who lived in the community they made it a really great house or how did it 
work? 
Mogensen: yeah, it was the chief of the village who had the big house 
Trent: okay, interesting 
 
Mogensen: And the richer he was the better his house was, like today 
 
(The interview is not stopped and again resumed) 
 
Mogensen: Weeks ago two of us from a group we had a school here and we were doing some 
activities with them outside the house there and the teachers prepare them and then we did some 
activities with them, some Viking activities and they had to do it the right way and then when they  
asked us they said that they saw that on TV, and then we ask what is a TV? Don’t you know what a 
TV is? No, what is that. They don’t understand.  
 
Trent: you were just saying that the kids can’t quite grasp the whole thing, that you don’t know 
what a television is? 
 
Mogensen: no. 
Trent: but is it important to make sure they do things right, like the whole goal of Bifrost is that for 
you to teach people or is it more for your enjoyment? 
 
Mogensen: it’s both, it’s for our enjoyment because we are very interested in what was going on 
and how they were doing the things when we are here we have the proper tools we don’t use 
anything that is not proper from the Viking age but we do have our tea and our coffee in the back so 
you can’t see what it is. And we have all plastic bags and things like that which are not from the 
Viking age are put away so we only have Vikings things and we do it that way. And when we have 
children here we make them do it the right way as well they use our tools 
 
Trent: do you dress them up as well? You don’t have the resources? 
 
Mogensen: no we do not have that 
 
Birgitte: but you have costumes for yourself 
 
Mogensen: oh yes 
 
Trent: handmade? 
 
Mogensen: yes, handmade. 
 
Trent: where do you find out how to make a Viking costume? 
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Mogensen: from the museums, they have fragments of what has been found and they have 
reconstructions and we try to reconstruct the dresses and trousers 
 
Trent: with the same material as well, or do you improvise slightly? 
 
Mogensen: yes, no (we do not improvise) we use linen and wool 
 
Birgitte: is it handmade?  
 
Mogensen: no we buy it  
 
Trent: it would be quite expensive to make the wool yourself 
 
Birgitte: but some do that 
 
Trent: yeah we have seen it at Lejre of course but they have the resources to do it. 
 
Mogensen: we do get the wool from the sheep and we wash it ourselves and we dye it as well with 
plants and the yarn we die it with plants and then we use it for knitting, they didn’t knit (as they do 
today), they were needle binding,  
 
Trent: is that a different style? 
 
Mogensen: yes it is with one big needle and then you with the yarn make your socks and your 
gloves and your hats 
 
Birgitte: yeah, I think we saw one of those at the Viking market in Isoeje it was a woman doing it. 
 
Mogensen: yes, I was down there doing that as well 
 
Trent: it would be interesting to see with the one needle, you are so used to that picture of one 
kitting 
 
Mogensen: yeah, but kitting came later on and they have found things that were needle binded 
 
Trent: so you can actually reconstruct? 
 
Mogensen: yeah we can reconstruct and actually when you are kitting there are different patterns 
that you can do and in needle binding there are also at least 4 different ways that you can do it, 
which makes a different pattern.  
 
Trent: Befost itself, where does it get its information from? Do you visit museums and say we are a 
reenactment group? 
 
Mogensen: yes, and we read about new things that our found and if we see there is an exhibition we 
go there and different places and sometimes we go to markets as well, we are not participating in 
but we are just a visitor to have a look and then we, if someone finds something on the internet or 
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somewhere else then we share our information, we meet every forth night at the school here in 
Fredrickssund there are some rooms we can use. 
 
Trent:  so that is after the summer period 
 
Mogensen: yes after the summer period 
 
Trent: so you keep on reading 
 
Mogensen: oh yes, and then we do our work for the next market prepare, some in the group are 
making really a lot to sell at the markets. 
 
Trent: more than you can actually sell or what? 
 
Mogensen: no, no because we have 3 or 4 markets a year. 
 
Trent: is that a good source of income for you or is it more just lets be part of it? 
 
Mogensen: I’m a bit lazy, no I don’t do a lot of things to sell I more have a working shop I do a lot 
of dyeing, collecting plants and dyeing yarn and then I will sell the yarn and the wool. 
 
Trent: we have seen that at Lejre and it was really interesting 
 
Mogensen: yes, it is, I think it is  
 
Birgitte: it is amazing what all the plants can do, and some plants you think would have a different 
color but they turn out to give a complete different color.  
 
Mogensen: and then you have dyed something and you think oh this is a beautiful color and you say 
I will make it the same then maybe it is a month later you go out and pluck the plants and they give 
out a different  
color. It depends on what time of the year you pick the plants. 
 
Birgitte: how many people are you in your group? 
 
Mogensen: we are about 15. 
 
Birgitte: and age range? 
 
Mogensen:  that is from 26-67 
 
Trent: nice range 
 
Mogensen: yes, we would like to have some more young people in our group 
 
Trent: since that restricts what you can reenact as well. Like you can’t show a family, with the 
children. 
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Mogensen: yeah, we had a young family with children but it got too much for them with working 
and children had to go to bed. And so on. So it is a bit difficult. 
 
Birgitte: so in your group you have different trades that you train? 
 
Mogensen: yeah, like I say mostly I do with the plants and also with the cooking I like to cook and 
find out what they were eating and what kind of fruit they had and vegetables and what type of meat 
they ate and how they prepared it. And some of the others in the group they are very interested in 
making leather works belts and different things made out of leather. And some are sewing clothes 
for sale and some are making things out of wood and woodcarving. And yeah we have been making 
out of bones and cow horns. Then if there is something that interests us and we don’t know much 
about it we take courses in it as well.  
 
Birgitte: where do you get those? 
 
Mogensen: different places, like there is a course for the weekend, like I have just been in a course 
for kitting (needle binding) so we go different places and sometimes we get an instructor for the 
group for a weekend. 
 
Trent:  so do you have a blacksmith, it would be a difficult thing to train, or did he used to be a 
blacksmith? 
 
Mogensen: yes, we have a blacksmith, no he was not (a blacksmith before), but he has been in 
different courses 
 
Trent: that would be my dream job 
 
Mogensen: yeah, so we have a blacksmith as well 
 
Birgitte:  but some groups they do more role play like acting. You don’t do that? 
 
Mogensen: no, we don’t. 
 
Trent:  what are the rules then at Befost if you want to be a member? What makes you a viking 
reenactment group? 
 
Mogensen: well, anybody can be a member; you don’t have to have a certain political opinion, or a 
religious direction. It is your interest that makes you go into the group. 
 
Trent: Is there rules that you have when you are together, such as of now we don’t know the outside 
world, we are Vikings. 
 
Mogensen: yes, and you are not allowed to have modern things on the table and so on. And if one 
does we remind each other, you forgot. 
 
Trent: so you try to relive like a Viking rather than like a play. 
 
Mogensen: no it is not a play. 
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Trent: yeah that is what I mean, you try to just live like them 
 
Mogensen: yes we do, and of course when we are at the markets it is the same and we have our tins 
and sleep on skins and so on.  
 
Birgitte: we were discussing historical responsibility; there are some groups who seem to be more 
keen or aware that children for example can watch you and learn from you so it has to be as 
historically correct as possible.  
 
Mogensen: yes we try to do that. 
 
Birgitte: especially when you have school children out and you are showing them things. 
 
Mogensen: yes. 
 
Trent: is that an important thing then for other groups do you think? When you look at reenactment 
group do you think there should be (standards?) 
 
Mogensen: it is very different from group to group, some of the groups it is not important, but for 
our group it is important. 
 
Birgitte: why? 
 
Mogensen: well we think to give the right information to people, our group is called Bifrost and it is 
a rainbow which connects the ancient world with the now a day world. So that is the information 
that passes on from ancient times to nowadays, so you know your roots back. 
 
Trent: I was wondering why you were called Bifrost.  
 
Mogensen: yeah, this is the connection. 
 
Birgitte: another thing that we have been looking at is, there was some years ago a German 
conference between different museums and some were of coarse supporters for living history but 
there were also criticism of course and some were discussing, they wanted standards. Standard rules 
on how you were to do reenactment so you make sure that you could not cheat and that people 
would see the right thing, would you think it would be good to make standards, or is possible at all 
to make standards among reenactment groups? 
 
Mogensen: I think it would be difficult. Because it would frighten some away, of course when we 
meet in the winter time at the school we don’t use Viking tools, we use modern tools because we 
have the wooden area there to make wood things and the machinery and so on. And, but as I say 
when we are here we do it the correct way and at the markets and so on. And some of the markets 
are strict and they go around and see, are these things Viking things, you are not allowed to sell it, 
this has nothing to do with the Viking age this on your table. 
 
Birgitte: then what if you have things that you made with modern tools but they look like artifacts, 
is that  
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again not allowed either, or is that fine. 
 
Mogensen: that’s fine. 
 
Trent: so it is a contradiction almost you can say. 
 
Mogensen: yes, it is. 
 
Trent: I mean, they could not have used modern tools to make whatever you just made so. 
 
Mogensen: oh yes they could because we are only making the things that they made. 
 
Trent: oh but I mean they didn’t have the modern tools. 
 
Mogensen: no, that’s right 
 
Trent: so do you think it should be more if you join a reenactment group or if you are a part of a 
reenactment group do you think it should be more focused on the learning process rather than try to 
impress the museums or try to have some sort of standard do you think it should be more about the 
learning. 
 
Mogensen: I think it should be about the learning experiments because when you find out, or see a 
thing and wonder how on earth they made this, let’s try to do what they could have done in this 
way, and this way did not work so we try another way. And can this be used and can this be done in 
this way and that way, so I think it is doing the things as an experiment, not impressing the 
museums, never mind no. 
 
Birgitte: you mention the museums; some groups work together with museums, and actually do 
things for them, I don’t know how it is here in Fredrickssund, you have a local museum at least in 
the area you have one, are you connected in any way to that? And they don’t use you for anything? 
 
Mogensen: no, no they don’t.  
 
Birgitte: because that is also a possibility that museums can use reenactment groups to show 
something.  
 
Mogensen: but we are not connected to a museum here.  
 
Birgitte: do you think that would help to improve or to even promote… 
 
Mogensen: I think it would improve because of the exchange of ideas and the way they do things. 
 
Birgitte: would it also improve the museums do you think? 
 
Mogensen: yes, it could improve in that way that we could come and chow different tasks to them 
and they have some open days where they have different activities and we could participate in 
things like this. 
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Birgitte: but they have not suggested it, and you have not suggested it either? 
 
Mogensen: no but there is a group not connected to the museum but they have a dialogue with them 
so in this back way we could get in because we are in that group. We have a member in that group 
and I think if we talk to the museum and ask them if they could use us for an open day or activities I 
think that would be alright. 
 
Birgitte: we were discussing also the whole concept of learning by doing instead of learning from 
sitting in a classroom and I remember sitting and having history in a classroom it would usually be 
extremely boring and even if you go to a museum it’s not always so fun just to be shown an artifact 
in a glass box, but some of the things I remember best is when I went out and people were acting 
and doing something, so I think that could be really useful to do that for the museums. 
 
Mogensen: yes it could. Because as I said then we could show the things and the ones who came 
there could try as well when we are here also people are also asking, can we try, and we say of 
course they can, and they can try to do what we are doing and sometimes we have food and they 
can taste what we are making so they can try it as well.  
 
Trent: explain your relationship between the other play groups with Bifrost and the other one. 
 
Mogensen: yeah, when we are here during summer time we invite other groups. The problem is that 
they are far away and they have their own activities so it is difficult to exchange idea but at the 
markets we go around and see what the other people are doing and learning and exchanging ideas, 
yes. And that is where we meet and it is always nice to go to the markets. This year actually we 
have only been to markets here in Zealand but the other years we have been to Jutland at least once.  
 
Birgitte: I don’t know how many markets there are, I don’t know how many years you have been 
part of the group but is it expanding 
 
Mogensen: yes, it is expanding, I have been with the group for about 10 years and it is axpanding 
now, like you went to Ishoj market, that is a new one this year and in Jutland there has been some 
new markets coming up as well so it is expanding with the markets. 
 
Birgitte: why do you think that is? 
 
Mogensen: I think like in Ishoj the city there would like to have an event for people in order to get 
people to their area and attract people and I wouldn’t say there are coming more Viking groups 
because it is kinda the same groups going around to the markets.  
 
Trent: so there is not an inflation of people doing it? 
 
Mogensen: no no 
 
Trent:  More just the markets. 
 
Mogensen: and there is also the middle age markets and they are I think, many people when they 
have been Vikings for some years then they think oh we would like to do some more because the 
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Viking age is kinda limited on what you can do with the crafts, but then you go over to a middle age 
group you can do much more because they were more advanced. 
 
Birgitte: have you been thinking about doing that? 
 
Mogensen: no,  
 
Trent & Birgitte: you are content in the Viking age? 
 
Mogensen: yes 
 
Trent: so there is another question, why the Viking age specifically? For you, why not the middle 
age and why not the iron age…why not, the 1800’s? 
 
Mogensen: yes, why? I think is was kinda a coincidence I found, I have always been interested in 
history and would like to participate in a group, then there was a group nearby, I live in Oelstykke 
and then there was this group here and I found out that this was something for me  and joined the 
group and still there.  
 
Birgitte: was that out of pure historical interest or was it more social 
 
Mogensen: both, also to go into a group to try to share the same interest and to discuss the Viking 
age. It won’t say that we are only interested in Viking age, we also go to exhibition on museums or 
other places to hear about other things or if we see that there is a lecture in some other things then 
we go there as well. 
 
Birgitte: yeah I can imagine if you stay together so many years and spend so much time together 
you would also grow to be very much friends and shared interest. 
 
Mogensen: yes, we are. We also have social interest, go together, like on Friday night we are going 
out to eat together and then go see the movie Arn, and we did that with the first one, so now we are 
doing that with the next one. So there are also social aspects in it.  
 
Birgitte: I want to get back to motivation for example does your background have anything, (such 
as Trent asked if the blacksmith had been a blacksmith himself) is there anything is people’s 
background that would get them motivated to start in a group like this like work background, or 
their parents or something? 
 
Mogensen: well, I don’t know, but I can tell for myself, I am a preschool teacher or was. I stopped 
last year and I like this to tell people about things like I told the children about things and also used 
many of the Viking things for the children even when they were small from 3 to 7.  
 
Birgitte: do you have that educational background and that’s why also it makes you interested in 
communicating it to other people? 
 
Mogensen: yes, it is the communication and to tell people about the things.  
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Trent: can I ask you, what do you think is the difference between you and a historian? Of the Viking 
age for example. The reason I ask you is because you know quite a lot about the Viking age you can 
tell when we walk around you can say this and that. Where as a historian would be able to do that 
same thing. What do you think is the difference between you and a historian? Is it just education? 
It’s a philosophical question. Because I think you would be able to have an argument with a 
historian. You know I think you have been learning the past 10 years about the Viking age. You 
could say, plus you have been experiencing it and living it.  
 
Mogensen: what is the difference between me and a historian? 
 
Trent: yeah, I don’t think there is a right or wrong answer, it is an interesting one to ask 
 
Mogensen: I think that of course a historian knows much more than me.  But also I think that I have 
some experience that he does not have by I have been trying to do the things I think that is about the 
difference. 
 
Trent:  you may be somewhere between a historian and an archeologist and a preschool teacher. 
Somewhere in the middle there.  
 
Mogensen: yeah you could say that. 
 
Birgitte: but you could argue perhaps that it could be very important or very good for an historian to 
sometimes come out and actually experience instead of just reading about it, it might be good for 
them to try it, have you never been contacted by a historian, archaeologist who wants to come out 
and see things and do things to try by themselves. 
 
Mogensen: no 
 
Birgitte: you don’t have any historians or archeologist in your group? 
 
Mogensen: no 
 
Trent: have you spoken to anyone to any at all through chance or? 
 
Mogensen: when we have been out to lectures sometimes we have been asking questions, and 
augmenting. 
Trent: what is there reaction when you say we a reenactment group and we would like to learn more 
about this, are they quite welcoming to it a historian themselves or? 
 
Mogensen: yes, they are. We have done that sometimes and also been asking questions and they 
find it interesting that other people are interested in another way and in a different angle then they 
are try to do the things not just read it in books. 
 
Birgitte: you could find sometimes historians that are perhaps a little afraid that you do things 
correct enough so they see you just as amateurs and not professionals.  
 
Mogensen: of course we are amateurs 
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Birgitte: but have you felt that at any point that you are talking to them a negative attitude? 
 
Mogensen: no, I would not say that we haven’t 
 
Trent: good, we were a bit afraid that would be a recurring theme, but we have only spoken to two 
people and it does not seem like that at all. 
 
Mogensen: no I think that the people we have been talking to have been alright and they have been 
respecting what we are doing and we respect what they are doing.  And of course they know that we 
are not professionals  
 
Trent: and you’re not trying to be 
 
Mogensen: no. we are not. We are seeking information.  
 
Trent: yeah I think that’s a problem as well, tell me what you think of it as well, that the groups are 
reenactment groups are having a bit of maybe pressure, being forced to that think that they should 
be accurate 100% everything they do instead of being, we are amateurs we are trying to do the best 
we can, we are doing it for fun and for learning.  
 
Mogensen: I think the groups have that attitude it’s for fun and it’s for learning. And if somebody 
comes and says that this is not correct then we say we know that is not correct and if we are doing 
something incorrect and some people are hearing what we say we say, they didn’t do it this way but 
we cannot do it the right way. We know how they did it, but we are not able to do it, 
 
Birgitte: and you have to make compromises 
 
Mogensen: yes,  
 
Trent: yes of course this is natural for any reenactment group that is a very local place you don’t 
have the resources’ 
 
Birgitte: we saw that Lejre had to do the same 
 
Trent: yeah that is interesting Lejre had to do the same, they can’t recreate things 100% either 
sometimes 
 
Mogensen: no they can’t and nobody can and also many of the things we actually don’t know how 
they have done it.  
 
Trent: it is a matter of guess work 
 
Mogensen: they have these and this tools (wondering) could they have done it this or that way. Also 
they are discussing when they find different fragments of clothes what was this fragment? Was it 
from a dress of was this made this way or that way. So we can just try our best. And we don’t try to 
tell people, “the Vikings did this and that” because we know it is not right so we always say, they 
could have done it this way but actually we don’t know or they didn’t do it that way but we can’t do 
it the way they did so we don’t tell them stories. 
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Birgitte: and how is reactions from, if you have children coming, and their parents and you are 
going around and doing things, how are there reaction on that especially, the children find that it is 
really funny and different, but the grownups how do they see you? 
 
Mogensen: they find it interesting and the children as well and when they are standing on the path 
and looking we say come on in and look what we are doing and see and sometimes we have some 
things we have some things with us we make an exhibition so that people can see things from the 
Viking age and we tell them about the things and they can touch them and they can try to make 
flour with the stone and so on and then the children find that very exciting. 
Birgitte: do the adults participate as well? Is it only children? 
 
Mogensen: the adults as well? 
 
Trent: do they seem to enjoy it as much? 
 
Mogensen: yes and some people, adults are very interested and some just pass by, I mean when we 
are here in the weekend once and month during the summer time some of the people coming know 
us because they are just walking their dogs and see us a lot so of course they don’t stop and ask 
questions every time. But the new ones are coming, and also at the markets some of the people are 
very interested in what we are doing and talking to us. 
Trent: this is actually a public area so when you are living here in the summer people just come by 
and see these people dressed up and wonder what is going on here. That is very cool.  
 
 
 
Interview 3 
Prindsens Hverving Interview 
Lerje Experimental Centre. 
Interviewed by Birgitte Pantmann, Trent Coelli, Maija Komonen, and Grace Hansen 
October 11th, 2008 
 
Trent: Why do you do it? Why are you joining a group like this? Jump in whenever you like.  
 
Amalie Sael: I think I do it because I wanna have fun because when you go every day, the everyday 
life you go and study and you have lots of work to do you come out here and it is different you can 
relax with friends and people you consider you family and just.  
 
Trent: but isn’t it also a study? Aren’t you also studying to get things right?  
 
Agnes Stauning: a little bit   
 
Seal: I should be! I should be doing it shouldn’t I? But it’s another kind it’s different because this is 
a hobby for me 
 
Trent: so it’s not so much about the history or anything it’s just to have fun dressing up? 
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Seal: for me it’s more like a hobby it’s not like I sit home every night studying, I do that in the 
everyday so I don’t need to do that out here, it’s just to relax and have fun.  
 
Trent: cool, I would like to hear from you (Bourbon) 
 
Philippe de Bourbon: It’s a big interest for the history and the pre-history, and to make it alive and 
to show other people a piece of our history for many people it is totally unknown…we are in the 
iron age, the Roman iron age from 200-400 approximately, in Scandinavia it was still called the 
Roman iron age because of the Roman Empire’s influence on what was happening up here. 
Remember I told you all about that down there when you listened intently and read the paper I gave 
you. No, that’s it really and a way of doing it and then at the same time having fun with the people 
you are together with. It’s a dual thing it’s an interest in the history, interest in finding out new 
things which sometimes we do, sometimes we have been part of  finding out, and testing things and 
that’s really fun, there are not many places you do that, you can ride a horse you and shoot a bow 
you can do all those things. It’s not everywhere you do that. So that’s the main interest, the interest 
for the history and the interest in showing other people how it works.  
 
Silas Ilven: yeah I think it’s showing people how you dressed in the iron age and to show people the 
audience what weapons they used and how they used them and just give a demonstration and also a 
bit of a play to show people how perhaps they lived in the iron age and that is also a big reason that 
I come here every year, for times a year. So, to show people how you lived in the Iron Age and 
perhaps give a bit of pre-historic culture.  
 
Trent: so those are the history interest for you? 
 
Ilven: yeah 
 
Stauning:: I do it must for the social and the fun. I love all these guys around. And Seals. And just a 
little bit history. 
 
Trent: a little bit history? But is it still important for you if it’s just for fun, is it important to try and 
get it right?  
 
Stauning:: yeah but it is also for the history of course.  
 
Seal: it’s very important for the whole group to be quite accurate because if some people just really 
go deep into it just completely the right way and other people go and have modern boots and 
watches on it destroys the whole image of what we are trying to do.  
 
Seal: you have to be interested in what it looks like and try to make it right to do that as well. 
 
Grace: how did you begin, where your parents involved and that’s how you got into it or? 
 
Seal: my part is because we have Icelandic horses so we ride Icelandic horses our here so that the 
way my parents got into it and me as well.  
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Kjirte Viborg:  I got to know the group because I work at the center as a blacksmith so I am very 
interested in History so mostly fine people with the same interests, because it is usually to be this 
young and have people interested in history so.  
 
Trent: why do you say that? 
 
Viborg: it just, many of my friends, they don’t have the same interests, but this group many people 
have that interest so it is, I’m actually not so much as acting and stuff, it’s just a part of it. For me it 
is most to be around people with the same interest.  
 
Birgitte: how important for you is it to keep the historical responsibility, I mean there are so many 
children who are going to watch you and who might actually remember what you have been 
showing off today so how important is that, that you show them some facts, and they will bring it to 
them afterwards? 
 
Bourbon: that is the whole basis of this. If we do not do this properly and correct and according to 
the newest things that come up, we have no. we don’t have any existence. It has to be as correct as 
we know it’s not just a play dressing up in things that look like; we try be correct we try to do it the 
right way we try to tell the right story.  I think that is extremely important and the basis of this.  
 
Seal & Stauning:: just what he said it’s exactly the same, completely.  
 
Grace: what type of resources do you use to come up with what is accurate or you know there is 
new research all the time.  
 
Bourbon: well, that is very easy. First of all, old old old things have been happening here since it 
started 40 years ago, resources comes from the archeologist resources comes from the center, the 
knowledge the center has here.  new resources comes from experiments, for example shooting bows 
and arrows on shields, seeing how that works resources comes from copies of things we get our 
here and as we told you the clothes we are wearing are actually, it’s copies of original things so the 
resources come for here and whatever archeological evidence, new or old that comes up, new 
things, pops up all the time.  
 
Grace: so it’s important to be connected to a museum for example.  
 
Bourbon: well, it’s important to be connected here to get the knowhow from the center and where 
ever it comes yes and talk to archeologists.  
 
Trent: we call this living history what you guys do, but that’s just a term we found in a book 
somewhere, what do you call it? What is this to you? Is it living history, is it something else is it 
reenactment, is it theater?  
 
Ilven: I think it’s amateur theater indeed but it’s also a historic theater because when we do our 
plays and we also show a little bit of prehistoric at 900 after Christ was born and so I think it is a 
play which also shows the historic because we also in this play we have chosen this year we have a 
demonstration in the play so we also show the weapons and how they were used and we also give a 
bit of a play on how people lived and perhaps how people would act in the iron age.  
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Bourbon: it is important to say that this is not acting. The purpose of this has been to act the acting 
part here is a part of it that tells the story in a more alive way I think is really what we are also 
trying to say, that is what I am telling you it is.  
 
Seal: I think you have actually used the term living history before, you have used it before, 
(speaking to Bourbon) I think of it as living history, I have not heard that term before but now that 
you say it, it seems more correct then saying acting or anything else I think it’s more like living 
history is it coming out to see how people were trying to live in the iron age.  
 
Trent: what about the people that just do it for themselves? That aren’t connected with the museum 
and don’t  put themselves out and get out and in front of people, the people that are just part of a 
medieval group of something like this, just for their own sake. Do you think that they should be as 
accurate as they can as well or do you think it should be alright to say this is just fun for us? 
 
Seal: does it affect other people then themselves? Does it affect others? Because if it affects others 
than just themselves it should be accurate if it is just themselves and it’s just for fun and they keep it 
only to themselves then I don’t really care. But if it affects other people and other people can say 
that they have seen something they might get the wrong impression. 
 
 
Trent: would that be okay to call that living history as well? Now that we have established that this 
would be a good term to call you guys would it be okay to call them that as well? 
 
Seal: no?  
 
Trent: No? Why?  
 
Seal: I wouldn’t say so, because this is living history. If they’re at home themselves in the living 
room trying on clothes or whatever it’s ah. I wouldn’t think so. I wouldn’t say its living history it’s 
not the same they don’t have an audience.  
 
Trent: but they do live history, wouldn’t it be fair to call them living history?  
 
Seal: it’s not the same 
 
Stauning:: I don’t think so 
 
Bourbon: I think if you want to you say you are going to do history then you do it as correct as 
possible, if you want to do make believe or fantasy call it that and that’s perfectly alright, but don’t 
claim something wrong.  
 
Birgitte: but what about the lack of resources? We got an example for example from a supervisor in 
our university, he said if you do a battle for example, a whole battle seen for example but you only 
have a certain amount of people you might have these thousands and thousands of people, it’s not 
accurate it’s not 100% accurate but it’s still living history it’s still recreated something as good as 
you possibly can.  
 
 97
Bourbon: that’s another story. That’s a totally different story. Because here we cannot make a battle 
because again we lack the hundreds of people. Of course we can’t we can give a picture of it but as 
long as we do it according to the correct things, then it is alright if you say so. If we say for example 
that we are not using old type saddles because they don’t exist but we are using modern saddles 
with stirrups.  We are telling people so. If you are doing the thing you saw today say we have a 
piece of fantasy with is fantasy of belief in gods and we have someone doing that, well if we say so. 
Look this is not right this is something else, then it’s alright if you say so. But not if you claim it is 
right and you are doing it. There is a difference. 
 
Birgitte: so it’s about compromise. Conscious compromises really.  
 
Bourbon: well no it’s not about compromises it’s about telling the truth. I don’t think there is any 
compromise in there.  
 
Trent: do you then think that they should be, like if there was a term to be classing groups that do 
this thing should there be a term that has standards associated with it?. If we call everything living 
history, if we call this what you are doing here living history and with that living history title there 
comes standards, there comes, okay you have to do this accurately if you are in front of the public 
you have to be associated with a museum for you are not doing that stuff then you are not living 
history you are fantasy.  If it was like that would it be fair do you think to other groups who so 
medieval things for themselves? 
 
Bourbon: I think if would be very fair if you tell the story correctly. If you say we are making 
fantasy. We believe so and so. That’s fine; you can do any kind of theater that is fun maybe. There 
are lots of people doing elves and trolls and all those things to today which you are talking about, 
that’s fine.  But it’s just not history. Tolkien is not history; he is using little bits of it. So claim that 
that’s a part of it, say what you are doing. That’s just fine, it’s not wrong it’s just not history. We 
are doing something quite else here, we are making a demonstration about a time trying to explain 
something a bit of history, a bit of our pre-history actually. So that’s a totally different thing. We 
have not elves no trolls, no mammoths. No witches. One maybe.  
 
Maija: why are you doing Iron Age? 
 
 
Bourbon:  The reason we do Iron Age is because this place was built as an Iron Age village. Here 
was a reconstruction of an iron age village. The whole purpose of the place as you probably know 
because you have read all about it before coming here. Is that the whole purpose to make 
experimental archeology to try things out to find out how they were made and that is why one made 
that first houses down there and that why one has burned down the houses to see how they were. So 
we wanted to make a film down here from the age so that is how this starts because we wanted to 
make an iron age film of a period that had not done before and making the film, making the start of 
the film one discovered that people are interested in looking at these idiots riding around on horses 
and things like that so that’s what started this thing nearly 40 years ago.  
 
Maija: okay how about building the show if your team is always iron age, how much time you use 
for preparing the show like that which we just saw or do you like have roles on what everyone 
needs to do?  
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Bourbon: each year we prepare a new show. Most of the times, each year we prepare and new way, 
what are we going to do this year and we rehearse it and then we do it.  
 
Grace: just about the topic of history in general being Danes how important to you feel it is to know 
your own history and identify with it and reenacting it is you know maybe the best way to actually 
relive.  
 
Stauning:: I don’t think it’s that special I think there are things more special then knowing exactly 
the history.  
 
Viborg: I think it’s pretty important to know how and why the society and we live that we do so that 
we. It can be pre-history or just history, it is very important to know how the human being has 
developed in your country because it’s your culture, how the people have lived so. I think it is very 
important.  
 
Seal: I think it is important to know your roots to be able to find out how far you have gone like, 
yeah the same with the society, this is what we are, we are from Denmark it’s really important to 
know the history, also if you travel people will want to ask you about the history of Denmark they 
will what to know what you stand for because when you travel you are like a representative of 
Denmark so I’ve tried that before and they would like to know what it is that we stand for. I think 
it’s important that you will be able to tell them as well.   
 
Trent: well, I’ve got one more questions then, it’s a bit of a philosophical question, but I think it’s 
interesting, what do you think, when you are doing a group like this I’m guessing it is all about self 
study right. This is how you find out about how you sword fight and how you make a shield and all 
this, what is the difference between you and historian. I know there is one, but tell me what you 
think the difference is because I mean regarding exactly the iron age I would guess that you would 
know just as much as…well not just as much, but you have got quite a ground knowledge in the 
iron age. So does a historian who is probably specialized and some other area in that particular thing 
but.  
 
Bourbon: very easy to answer the question. Historian is a profession. An archaeologist is a 
professional that has been using years and years in study we are just happy amateurs relying on the 
knowledge of the professionals.  
 
Trent: but aren’t you looking at the same material? Aren’t you learning what they are learning just 
from them?  
 
Bourbon:  yes, but they are still the professionals. They have been studying many many more years 
and have a much larger knowledge then we have. 
 
Trent: how long have you been in the group again? 
 
Bourbon: I’ve been from the first day.  
 
Trent: 50 years? 
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Bourbon: 40. If you are doing this full time you are getting a much larger knowledge. If you are 
working with something like that full time you have another way of looking at it then we have for 
sure. 
 
Trent: you’re right; it’s just an interesting question I think. Why did you join? 
 
Ilven: so yeah I have been a part of this group for 20 years, 19 years. I was born into, and my 
parents have Icelandic horses so I also grew up being a part of this historic play, so I just went on 
and I think I found it funny and also the history about it and to show people our culture, our Danish 
culture if you can say that so yeah that’s why. 
 
Stauning: my grandparents also have Icelandic horses and that’s just why I come into it.  
 
Bourbon: well um, when I was 7 years old the founder of this place started to build the first houses, 
not here but another place and this is a very historic area so since I was a little boy I have been 
looking at the graves and the diggings out here and those things so it is just an interest for the period 
of time for the Vikings and  
this is pre Viking so this is a chance that it happened like that. 
 
Grace: I’m curious being involved in reenacting this history does it affect your normal daily life in 
anyway does it affect the way that you think about life how you approach nature or community in 
anyway?  
 
Bourbon: I don’t think so. No I don’t think so I think that except that I am aware of certain things of 
course you have more knowledge and you suddenly see something if you see a film and movie and 
say good God they are doing it all wrong, if you watch movies for the period of the time of iron age 
or the Viking time you see them all dressed in grey sacking with we all know is wrong. But they 
don’t know the people doing it so maybe that is a way that it influences you yes, you get more 
critical of things like that.  
 
Viborg: people always say this is how we think they were doing what you are trying it on your own 
body it’s sometimes you meet things when you think it can’t be done in that way, for example when 
we are making these fights. Some of the ways how people are riding on the horses and throwing the 
spears at the same time, you can’t throw so long so as some it is 50 meters, and that can’t be done 
for a normal person so it’s, you are more aware of. Details and how people do it.  
 
Ilven: I think it is also odd or funny to see how lesser complicated it were in those days. If you 
compare to now how people are stressed, people are working. There you had a village and you 
needed to survive you needed to take care of the women and the children. And the men were out 
fighting the war, and not so complicated as it is today. And in the modern society as it were in the 
Iron Age.  
 
Seal: I don’t think it affects my everyday life mostly because I, what I do out here doesn’t it’s not 
the same that I do in my everyday life so I don’t meet films or books or whatever, in my everyday 
life as I would do out here or about stuff that happened in the iron age. So that way it does not affect 
me.  
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Interview 4 
Interview with the Valdemar's Kompagni, October 14, 2008 interviewed by Amanda 
Kennedy.  
 
Amanda: You can just tell me a bit about yourselves if you want...or you can have somebody be a 
spokesperson.  
 
Niklas: Well, actually this is started about 1995 due to a person who is not here [at this meeting], a 
guy called Jacob, he was the real instigator. Lots of us were interested in...not really medieval ages, 
but more the fantasy sorts. The live role-play and all that. We were a group of about 15 people 
doing that. But Jacob, who was a teacher...he was finishing up his education at the time...he 
convinced some of us that it would be cooler if we did it right. If we started researching what their 
arms and armor really looked like and why they chose to do it like that, and how it was to wear it. 
So they were two at first, and then I came along and then a guy named Jonas, and then we started 
adding people that we knew through live role-play. And he (Jacob) taught us a lot about the Danish 
and European history. The reasons why we do it vary a lot. Some of us, especially me, like to wear 
lots of armor and fight! And then of course the reason why and the how to became interesting. 
Because you want to do it right. You want to learn how they actually did it, which is very difficult, 
because sources on the way they did things are very hard to come by. But of course the arms and 
armor and the equipment and the clothing we try to find sources for it, archaeological sources. 
Something they found somewhere in Europe. Now we modeled our group, the fluff, the story 
behind it, that we are a mercenary company, based on the free companies in Europe around 1300+. 
Which allows us to be from a little bit of everywhere and have equipment from a little bit of 
everywhere all over Europe. And that loosens things up a bit and allows us to use older equipment 
and all that. It makes it easier also to add civilian people for cooking and sewing, because they 
would bring along these people that they found. This is my Saracen97 trophy [his girlfriend, 
Camilla] for example. We can always make up a story as long as we're a mercenary company. It's 
mostly a hobby, and for some of course, like Jacob, it's half and half a vocation, because he's a 
history teacher.  
 
Amanda: Is the group private? Do you do it for just yourselves or do you perform for public? 
 
Niklas: Both. 
 
Amanda: Do you have some sense of responsibility, like do you interact with the public... 
 
Niklas: As much as possible, yes.  
 
Amanda: And do you try to teach them about what you're doing? 
 
Niklas: Yes.  
 
Amanda: I was going to ask you why you chose that specific time period, but I suppose you already 
answered that.  
 
                                                 
97 A term used by Europeans in the Middle Ages for Fatimids at first, then later for all who professed the religion of 
Islam. 
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Niklas: That's because that's the period when Denmark was the most strong. In 1375 Valdemar 
Atterdag98 united Denmark, Sweden, and Norway and started battling Germany and actually 
succeeded for a while. Which was impressive. So it was a strong period for us.  
 
Amanda: Okay, so what are your motivations for having this type of hobby? Anyone can answer. 
 
Niklas: Well you know mine, so why don't we take a round robin on that one.  
 
Camilla: I met Niklas and he was with these strange people, and asked if I would like to go to a 
Viking Market in Odense, and I said yes of course and it was really fun. And I met a bunch of 
different people from all sorts of places in the world. And different educations and ages and it was 
really exciting.  
 
Helle: I think everyone has different reasons of coming. But one of the things I love the most about 
medieval re-enactment is the people. It's so cozy in the evening when the markets are closed and it's 
just us... 
 
Niklas: Drinking.... 
 
Helle: Drinking. 
 
Camilla: And you can wear a dress! 
 
Helle: All the time! ...And I think that's why I go. It's nice to get away from the everyday life. Get 
away from everything, the worries, the bills, and school, and stuff. It's nice to get away from 
everyday life.  
 
Rune: I'm not in yet.  
 
Niklas: You will be.... 
 
Rune: Someone wants me to play [music]. And someone wants me to put on some armor and get 
beaten. But I've always been interested in this specific period. I thought it was very fascinating. And 
I've been to different places where there were re-enactors. Sweden, Norway, and here in Denmark 
too. It's always been an interest and I wanted to try it out.  
 
Peter: Well, I actually started out by playing role play, and then I met Jacob at my school and he 
was my teacher. That's probably why I'm so messed up. But I found out that he was a co-founder of 
my role-playing society and I wanted to find out about the things that I couldn't read anywhere. And 
he told me that he actually got out in armor and smashed up other guys. And I thought it sounded 
kind of fun. And somehow I got on a tour and thought it was very fun. And I met people that was as 
crazy as me. And I just in general like the people here. And it's very fun. I think history is exciting 
and this is a great way to learn.  
 
                                                 
98 King of Denmark from 1340 to 1375 
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Niklas's Father: We've been involved for a couple of years. Niklas is my son and we have a 
daughter Anya, which is also a core person. Because of the kids we were not allowed to mix in. It 
was their thing...parents had to stay behind and support-- 
 
Niklas's Mother: Make their equipment and clothes: 
 
Father: But now they are big enough to let us in. So now we are allowed to come along. And I know 
the group from time to time has some ambition of bringing horses, and we have horses, so we could 
be playing a role there in helping out. And the fact that it's great fun. All the people when we are on 
tour, we always have a lot of laughs. Everyone is helping each other. It is great fun and they are 
very nice people to be with. And you meet people from other groups who you haven't seen in a 
year. And you just go together instantly. It's very nice. It's a nice atmosphere and we like the same 
things. Some groups are more ambitious than others. Our group with Jacob as the leader...he was 
head strong about what we do should be right. And if we wear something he would like us to know 
what we are doing. And some groups don't take it that seriously. And it works anyhow. And we just 
enjoy using our holidays doing it. And I get beaten up 3 times each day on schedule. But it's fun to 
dress up in lots of armor and a sword. And make children scared to death. But also when we are 
hired for a market, you actually become the market. Visitors come and ask you what are you doing 
and wearing and why are you doing it. And it's part of it. It's good to tell why we are doing it and 
from where we are and where they found the equipment in the ancient times. And which parts of 
Europe we found the things and how we use it. It's nice to share that with people. It's a great hobby. 
 
...: I'm fairly new to this and I've only been here for about 2 months. One of my friends convinced 
me to tag along where I actually met most of the company at a party. I heard a lot of stories about 
the company and when they went out for these re-enactments. And I always loved the role-playing 
part. I've never been in live role play, so I thought it was very interesting to try to get along and play 
with real swords and armor. But that part will have to wait until summer.  
 
Mother: I enjoy very much to do the clothing and make food when we are on tours. Do it right by 
hand, and we are doing this over the winter, so it's nice. And then we use those things in the 
summer. The company and people are very nice. It doesn't matter how old or young you are. There 
aren't any limits. When they are getting children sometime, they will come too. And we will look 
after them. And I like that.  
 
Amanda: I was also wondering about the ages. Who is the oldest and youngest? 
 
Mother: Peter is the youngest here right now. (He is 16). Jacob's daughter is 7.  
 
Niklas: A word on the organization. This is still very hobby based. We are not a union. We are not 
official, we're a club. Which means we are allowed to choose who we want as members. If you go 
official you have to take whoever applies and we don’t' want that. So we have a few people who are 
called the partners, who actually own all the stuff the company has bought over the years from the 
money we've gotten at markets. We have quite a bit of equipment by now. A portable cooking ___ 
that you can disassemble, and lots of tents and equipment. And we own that. And everyone else has 
no economic responsibility but they are simply on the list as members and they get a call when we 
get a market that we can go to if they want to go or not. And it's completely optional. And then of 
course we share knowledge on how to do stuff and how to get stuff and how to make stuff. It's an 
informal get together. And whoever wants to arrange something can.  
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Amanda: How do you choose who your members are going to be? 
 
Niklas: Informally.  
 
...: Mostly friends, I think. 
 
Helle: I don't think we've ever turned anybody down. 
 
Niklas: Yes we have. A few guys that never showed up again. We try people on whenever we get 
applications or whenever people express interest. And then we try them out and they are allowed to 
borrow equipment if they want to go on one of the shorter markets and then we see.  
 
Mother: And we try to have roles. Everyone is something or someone in the story.  
 
Father: But people come and see us, but other companies like us. There are children and there are 
old people. Children can also wear middle age clothes and they can play. And so they're just part of 
it because they were there. So there's no limit. And I’ve noticed Jacob and other groups take in 
people that you wouldn't normally take in, but they fit in and it works. It doesn't have anything to do 
with how smart you are or how good you look or whatever. Do you like what we are doing and do 
you fit in? And you are taken on as what you do. Not what you have been or what other people say. 
 
Niklas: It's an interesting social aspect of most of these markets. Everyone is wearing the same kind 
of clothes. You have no idea what people are in real life usually. Sometimes you don't even know 
their real name. It's very cozy and very social.  
 
Amanda: Where do you get your information? From books and the Internet? Of course you have the 
history teacher, is that where do you get most of the information? 
 
Niklas: Most of our information is published from archaeological sources. If it's not from a work 
you can site then it's probably not good enough. Of course there is always a fuss that you can not 
always be entirely sure about a source, but we try. We are not puritists in that it has to be from a 
specific site or it has to be found from the place we are. But if it was found within the general area 
and time period within 50 years or so.  
 
Amanda: Okay, so do you have any sort of a standard...when you're putting on your re-enactment 
do you have certain rules that you follow? 
 
Helle: It depends. If we are talking about the clothes and our things, then it has to be from the real 
material. Wool and linen. And it has to be handmade and all our armor is. We are one of the groups 
that is most authentic. If you go to a lot of the big markets you can see pretty much everything from 
live role playing to groups like us, to the English people who take it way more serious. But we have 
standards that we have to follow.  
 
Niklas: You will find that the medieval community is very different from country to country. Like 
in the US you will have things called Renaissance Fairs and that is a combination of everything. 
That's everything from our times to the Renaissance. And some markets in Denmark and abroad 
have the same feeling. And you can find everything and you cannot be sure about anything. 
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Whereas if you go England for example you will not find anything like that. You will only find very 
serious people and they are very organized and they are sort of extreme. They also have re-
enactment battles that are true re-enactments of true battles like the Battle of Hastings where there 
are the correct numbers on each side and they follow scripts. It's very impressive stuff. Whereas in 
Germany they are more into the show business of it. Some of them are more serious, especially the 
ones influenced from the East where they are more serious, and Sweden is into Vikings, and 
Denmark is in the middle. You will find all sorts in Denmark. We are generally more serious than 
the Swedes and the Germans but not as serious as the English.  
 
Amanda: What would you call what you do? We call it living history, do you have another term for 
it? 
 
Niklas: Re-enactment 
 
Amanda: We also want to know what you think living history is. Like what do you think it entails. 
We were trying to come up with a model for living history and we would like to get opinions on 
what living history could actually be. Some people think it's people that do battle re-enactments and 
others think it's people who do markets and others think it's only for museums and amateur groups 
can't do it.  
 
...: Isn't living history a kind of term for people who follow a script? Like Niklas said the battles in 
England, where people follow a script.  
 
Niklas: I would say it is any attempt to portray in action and with real props, a specific period. To 
me it's all about trying to recreate what was going on at the time to the best of our knowledge and 
ability with the materials available.  
 
Father: You mentioned Lejre. And they probably do something like it at the medieval centers.  
 
Amanda: Yes, there was another re-enactment group that they have that performed there. I think 
they've been performing for about 40 years and I'm not sure how many members they have. And 
they're very strict and you need to know at least 2 people to be in the group. 
 
Niklas: And they are slightly elitist in our circles. Those groups do not really mingle with people 
like us, because we don't live it every day and they don't think we're doing it right.  
 
Helle: I would say living history is not so much about what has happened. But it's a great way to 
learn history. It's a great way for us as a group and the people who come to see us...it's like a living 
museum. I learn something new each market. We meet with other groups and they have knowledge 
that we may not have. And because Jacob always tells weird stuff every time we meet him, we learn 
something new at each market. Even though I've been doing it for 7 years.  
 
Amanda: Do you think it's easier to learn by doing this hands on, or just by reading a book?  
 
Helle: Yes, learning by doing. And for the people who come and see us, they see not just some guy 
standing in the room saying, “oh they made swords and they made them out of steel”. 
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Camilla: And with the cooking when we make the food you can see we light up the fire this way 
and they can see we cook this way.  
 
Niklas: The difference is by practice. You can only know so much by examining finds. At some 
point in order to learn how a thing was used you have to use it. But this leads to the problem that 
you cannot know whether the application you choose is the way they did it. And they have the same 
problem at the centers, and that's why they have such strict rules and they have to use things very 
strictly. But we don't believe in that because they were not stupid back then. They customized 
things as much as we did.  
 
Father: But our group actually takes on a lot of assignments to make money. If there is a 
presentation of a new movie with knights, they stand up with their swords. If there is a school class 
that has 3 or 4 days from school we have done that. It was playing, but they learn something. It 
wasn't that strict, but they learn something. They learn about clothes and colors, and how to shoot 
bows and arrows, how to fight with a sword. 
 
Mother: And how to eat something they don't like. 
 
Father: Yes, how to eat the real foods they ate then. They learn it by playing.  
 
Camilla: And they also learn that if you don't make enough food, there is no food to eat at night and 
then you go hungry to bed. And you have to work hard to get something. And last time we did a trip 
like this the kids said, “oh do we have to make more carrots?” and we said, “yes, or else there is 
nothing to eat.” And they said, “oh that's enough” and it wasn't enough, so they were hungry at 
night and had to eat bread. So they learn quickly.  
 
Niklas: Occasionally we will get to market and it is quite cold and windy, and so we hurry and 
finish and jump into our wool clothes. Because it's warm and thick and you can put on extra layers.  
 
Mother: If it's rain or sunny or hot, you don't feel it when you have all that on.  
 
Camilla: And even if you get wet, your body warms up the water in the wool and you get warm.  
 
Niklas: It is really quite comfortable when you get used to it and make it right.  
 
Father: When you see the real people going to the shops at the markets you see them turning it 
around saying, “did they cheat?”  
 
Amanda: Does the re-enactment have any impact on your everyday life? Do you take stuff that 
you've learned and use it in your everyday life? Like with the cooking or building fires.  
 
Helle: Do you think you have changed being in our group? [asked to Peter] 
 
Peter: After I went to Bonholme last time, everyone said that I had changed. They couldn't say 
what, but something had changed.  
 
Helle: Well you've grown two heads. 
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Camilla: And you have a lot more confidence. Because you can help with something and you can 
talk to the tourists and know what you are talking about.  
 
Helle: It also doesn't matter what age you are, because you are equal to everyone else.  
 
Camilla: Also, when you are cooking sometimes I am standing and wondering how I could do this, 
and then I think about how you cook it on the open fire and I can think of some things to do with it.  
 
Helle: I think really what changes is your social skills. Mostly the young people who join. I can see 
how my brother, Peter, and how others change. How the young children change because when they 
are at the market they are just as important as everyone else. Everyone has their own job and no one 
can be spared. Normally a guy like Jacob would be deciding everything as a teacher. But in our 
group the children have jobs and they have responsibilities.  
 
Niklas: We had a system at one point where the young people get assigned to one of the older 
people as a page. And they were given responsibility of some sort. They had to help put on the 
armor and carry the swords. People are all given a role in the group and belongs to the group. And 
we have a system of goal achievement. And if the page serves right and the knight will give him 
armor and arms as well as clothes. At some point once he gets a certain age, usually 18, they will 
make him a knight.  
 
Father: When our daughter was much younger, we know that she was looked after. There was no 
problem sending her along with a lot of older guys drinking, because we knew she was looked after, 
and nothing at all would harm her. Because if someone tried to, a lot of other people would take 
care of it. You don't do that when people are fully armed.  
 
Camilla: And a lot of the guys also help in the kitchen because they are not old enough to fight yet. 
You have to be 18.  
 
Helle: The girls are usually in the kitchen making food and making camp life. Sewing, repairing 
group stuff, making food for the guys who do nothing but smash each other up 3 times a day.  
 
Niklas: Yeah, it's great fun. Then we do drinking and then fight again the next day.  
 
Helle: Some groups have girls fighting, but we don't. And we are one of the few groups who have a 
portable kitchen.  
 
Amanda: I wanted to know if you think there should be certain standards for everyone or should 
each group decide what their own rules should be? 
 
Helle: I think there should be some standards. It really sucks when we go on a trip and it's normally 
the small markets, and they have live role-playing people there as well, and they try to make it...We 
went to a market in Sweden, and we don't go there anymore. I don't know how to explain this 
because I'm still in shock. They have at most markets a tournament on horses. And they usually 
have great horses and knights. But in Sweden they were dressed up and sponsored by Bauhaus. And 
they had it written on their stuff and armor and their armor was plastic. At some markets they have 
the royal family watching the tournaments. At this one, the pope was a girl wearing a hat covered in 
gold plastic. The king was very young and wearing one of those crowns you get at Halloween. 
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Their clothes was made of velour and normal silk and chiffon. And they were walking behind those 
knights in...shining plastic. And to top it off, one year we were there they were shooting a children's 
program at the market and we had a big guy dressed as a tiger running around our camp all day! 
And we were so miserable. Everything was made of plastic and had bright colors. It wasn't possible 
to make bright colors back then! Everything was purple and pink everywhere we looked. And it was 
at a golf course so we couldn't put our tents up so they told us we couldn't put up our tents because 
we couldn't make holes in the green.  
 
Amanda: So it was more of a tourist type thing? 
 
Helle: It took 250 Swedish kroners for adults and 150 for children.  
 
Amanda: Do you make your tents yourselves? 
 
Niklas: We bought some in England.  
 
Helle: But we are going to be experimenting with making our own.  
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Laura: Could you describe what you are doing, your job here at the museum? 
 
Mikkel Venborg Pedersen: Yes, I am a senior researcher at the museum which means that I conduct 
myself and I direct the rest of our research in research projects in cultural history and also on a 
supervision level in the history of the buildings, etc etc. And then I’m also curator and I have the 
part of the museum which is the landscape so to say which is what is not the buildings, what is not 
the artefacts. And in a month I’m going to be head of the museum. So… 
 
Laure: Wow! Congratulations!  
 
Pedersen: Well, thank you. So as part of that, since, I will have it all of course. I have a background 
in cultural history, I’m trained as European ethnologist and I’m cultural historian, and I’m cultural 
anthropologist. And well, yeah. I’ve been in the open air museum for… well, forever, since mid 
nineties. 
 
Laura: What’s the goal of this museum?  
 
Pedersen: The goal of this museum is the same as it was when it was founded. The open air 
museum is one of the founding open air museums of the world. The oldest one is Skansen in 
Stockholm and the second oldest is this one. And the two founders is Hazelius in Stockholm and 
Olsen here in Copenhagen. They had a very very long and close relationship to each other. They 
didn’t quite mean the same with their open air museums; I wish you can  see this today if you go to 
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Skansen, but here the idea really was that in part it was a kind of reserve for old building techniques 
in a process of rapid modernisation, and you could see that in the end of nineteenth century. Some 
kind of reserve - much more than it was in Stockholm. And there is also this, the point in this when 
Olsen he died in 1920, he bequated this museum to the National museum in Denmark, the part of 
the National museum. And that was part of his reserve and preserve thinking but also scholarly 
thinking which was built into museum from the very beginning. So that was the one goal of the 
museum, the other one was of course it had to be a folk museum. He founded another museum 
which was called Danish folk museum and this museum was actually a part of this in the beginning. 
The buildings of the Danish folk museum. And that had another goal and for instance, to the rest of 
the national museum, a folk museum directed towards the broad public which in those days meant 
mostly people living in a countryside. Using ways of interpreting, using ways of telling their history 
to themselves in a way that they felt was proper and understandable. In many ways there is still 
what we do; we are still a folk museum in that sense. We have a very... If you look at our audience, 
it’s very broad - really, it comes from all classes in society, comes from all over the country etc etc, 
it’s all ages also… 
 
Laura: is there any like time period you cover in this museum?  
 
Pedersen: We cover from around sixteenth hundred to World War II. The oldest buildings are in 
part though coming from Skania, the southern part of Sweden which used to be part of Denmark, 
and then in the other end the newest we are building now or re-building now. Immediate until ten 
years ago the museum stopped around nineteenth hundred and now we are standing a little bit. But 
you can say there are three, we have three pillars - we have one which is time, a chronology, which 
is then sixteenth hundred to World War II, and we have one which is geography and it also built 
into museum from the very start, an ambition to cover all of Denmark and therefore, again unlike 
them who we found in the part of the open air museum which is called Park museum which you 
would find in Germany for instance very very often founded on the basis of us. Meaning that the 
buildings they are situated in the museum not only where they can fit in but really according to 
landscapes and that the landscapes are just as important as the buildings. For instance rose garden 
trees, flora and fauna as well. And then the third pillar we’re standing on you can say that is social 
difference. And that is a bit newer; it came in the nineteen twenties eventually (?) 
And now we cover everything from the smallest thing to the poor house and everything which is in-
between.  
 
Maija: Ok, we were talking about earlier our idea about the term Living History. Would you call 
that your work here, if you would call it Living History or do you use another term and...? 
 
Pedersen: We use Living History to denote a part of what we are doing. Namely the part which the 
audience often see as the active interpretation of history. And we use the term to cover that and we 
call it living history, because very often, we use enactments of different sort- either demonstration, 
which is the traditional way and it can be someone from outside, knowing how to weave or 
something or it can be our own artists and some handymen or gardeners, etc. demonstrating, that’s 
one kind of living history. Another kind of course is when we every summer, during six weeks, our 
main season, make re-enactments on two/three spotted places and then they tell a story at that place, 
it can be how to coop shop works or how to small man a house work or one of the traditional farms 
etc. and that’s the kind of re-enactment with six/ten persons… And then we also use it for our third 
major interpretation which is for the audience, which is a theatre. Because we have the problem 
being a museum and a museum basically works with artefacts and the old houses, but you have a 
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problem with what you could call folklore, the things of the past and worlds of the past which have 
not given any artefacts, its very difficult to interpret and tell about, and for that purpose we have 
developed our own theatre. Using techniques of the old market theatres of the 18th century, 19th 
century beginning, but small play based on folk tale and folkloristic materials, it can be about a rich 
person and his daughter falling in love with a poor man or it can be about prongs and something 
swimming in the small streams and waters or it can be about a miller and etc. etc. But everything 
you have really interpreting can be material from that period. But that’s our three main... and then 
we also have guided tours and so forth. And it is for those three things that we use the term Living 
History. But its only about, I mean it’s very, in a sense it very much a museum because it’s very 
much what the audience sees. And in another its very little a museum because, I mean Danish 
museums all act under the Danish law of museums, I believe we are the only country in the world 
which has such a law, but we do and that law says that we have to collect, we have to registrate, we 
have to do research, we have to, eehm what is it, and then to interpret and do antiquarian work and 
that is all equal and in that sense we can say what the audience sees is only kind of top the iceberg 
and the rest is more subdued but nevertheless just as important. 
 
Laura: But what re-enactment groups do you have, do they belong to the museum? 
 
Pedersen: They either belong to ourselves or they are employed by us and we use that kind of 
organization because then we can also make demands of them, so we are sure they hold a certain 
standard, they hold a certain knowledge of history and of history interpretation and they also hold a 
certain standard of what they are doing, which we think is very important, especially being part of 
the national museum, we have her majesty’s crown in our name, so that’s very important to us. 
Then we also have some volunteers, we have volunteer groups, but them we all recruit from a 
society that was created in the 1940s, a society for the open air museum, and we recruit them 
through that, again so that we have a certain way of making sure that the quality meets the quality 
we want. 
 
Maija: OK. Can you tell a bit more about the standards you have for those re-enactment people and 
groups? 
 
Pedersen: The standards, well they basically come from the disciplinary standards of the curators. 
So we have a curator who’s deep in directive with interpretation and she’s also a European 
anthologist, and she does that. And then we have an actor who’s dealing with play, we have the 
architect, we have me, and then we have the curator for the artefacts, and we all have standards 
deriving of course from our education and from the history of the open air museum and those 
standards we discuss and say then ok, that’s it, we don’t want to go below this, I mean when they 
are dressed in a dress from 1780, it has to be as correct as we can make it, for instance in fabrics and 
ways of sewing etc. etc. And that for instance is our curator for the interpretation who is in charge 
of that. Or when its demonstrators, we don’t want demonstrators who have just for an afternoon 
been taught how to do things in a superficial way, I mean if we want, if it’s a painter who is 
showing how to paint something then he has to be a painter and he has to know his craft in order to 
be able to show it in a proper way. So that kinds of standards, its standards of quality always we 
build into. And we also educate them, every spring we have a large education program. 
 
Maija: OK. Is there sometimes situations where you need to do some compromising? And I guess 
they are conscious choices then? 
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M: Yes, exactly. Open air museums is one big compromise, and you have to have broad shoulders 
to be at an open air museum in that sense, but on the other hand, the compromise can either mean 
that you do things, you know is wrong, or it can mean that exactly as you said making form choices 
and we hope to do the last, that’s at least our aim and our goal.  
 
Laura: What do you think about re-enactment groups, like amateurs? 
 
Pedersen: I think they’re, its quite good, I think in a sense that it’s a way of preserving the interest 
in history etc. But it’s very seldom groups that we would have inside our own fence because of the 
quality question, then we have to be absolutely certain what we are doing. We have sometimes 
cooperation with them, but then it’s made very clear that it is a cooperation between the open air 
museum and that group. Otherwise we sometimes do, we did for instance this spring with Bakken, 
which is a great amusement park, they were 425 years old, a celebration, and there we acted as 
consultants for a historical market and that would then be the way we would do it instead. We are 
quite firm on the fact that we want to pick who it is and we want to chose who it is and we educate 
them. And we also pay them because then we can actually demand that they know what they are 
doing. 
 
Laura: OK, because we have spoken with several re-enactment groups, amateur, and all that we 
spoke with them, they all group said that they tried to be as possible correct in history as they can… 
 
Pedersen: Oh I think they are, and I think it’s great, basically I think it’s great, just like I like 
historic novels, I think they are great as well, because its also a way of dealing with history. But 
there is a difference between that and then carrying the name of a museum and that is what I’m 
trying to get at. But I think its great they do it and they do a tremendous work, they really do, but 
what also often happens for amateur groups, however excellent they do things in their field, they 
don’t have the broad knowledge behind it, and that also often mean that they can do their clothes 
correctly or they can do their fighting correctly or whatever, but there are other parts of what they 
are doing that they simply do not have eyes to see, and that is basically what I mean, that’s why we 
are trained for 10, 20 years here, that’s in order to have this broad look. But I think they do great job 
often. 
 
Laura: Do you approve that they sometimes appear and do their shows in public? I mean when they 
go to Viking market that we just visited and they do some re-enactment fight and speak about. Do 
you think it’s correct if they are not educated historians to do that and you know people come 
and…? 
 
Pedersen: I don’t mean they have to be educated historians, I just mean they have to be aware of 
what they are doing. Basically yes, I think it is a good idea, I think it’s a great thing and a way to 
deal with history in that way, yes it is. But there is a difference from what they do and we do as a 
museum. 
 
Maija: Yeah, ok. What do you think are kind of the conditions… 
 
Pedersen: Just a moment. You know we are actually the ones they ask sometimes when they are in 
doubt.  
 
Laura: Yeah we’ve heard they have contacts either with Lejre or… 
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Pedersen: Exactly. And in that sense we have to be fairly sure of what we do. Yes. 
 
Laura: But you don’t mind to cooperate with them? 
 
Pedersen: No no, of course. Of course. Yes? 
 
Maija: I was just gonna ask that what do think are kind of conditions or requirements for Living 
History that you can use the term? You’ve mention earlier something about demonstrations.  
 
Pedersen: Yes, demonstrations, theatre, re-enactments. That is Living History. Storytelling. Since 
we also have that, and that sometimes that is something we do. Especially late in the season, in the 
autumn, then we gonna have story telling as well, when somebody tells the tale and that’s for us 
living history. When we work on our building or when we work in our garden or when we do 
research and all to-do things, that’s not living history. That is background history so to say. Or 
whatever you want to call it. There is, in the field of open air museums and that’s why I also asked 
you where you come from- in the American tradition which in many ways draws on a Swedish 
tradition from Skansen onwards, you would more or less say that open air museums are Living 
History. But where in the tradition in a continental tradition which more or less draws from us, we 
would more have this kind of, saying, living history is interpretation when you do something and 
that means certain things, it’s a genre you could say. And are certain things which are not. The 
Finnish example is close to Sweden as well, both in Åbro and other places.  
 
Maija: I could still ask about kind of learning, I think your kind of a main goal is to teach people 
about history or am I wrong? 
 
Pedersen: No. Every museum has a goal of teaching people; we do that directly by teaching school 
pupils and also gymnasium pupils and university students etc. We do that directly and we have a 
large and huge department for teaching, it’s also our curator for interpretation who does that or has 
done that. But then of course the general public- there is a certain amount of teaching in it as well. 
And to learn is a part of what museums do and it’s what they are meant for. Yeah.  
 
Maija: Do you use some certain methods for that or…? 
 
Pedersen: We very much teach in two ways. Either in guided tours and telling and there we really 
educate our teachers which are usually university students. But we really educate them in the art of 
telling which is kind of rhetoric. Or we use “hand on and participation” education instead. Some 
getting to the kitchen and use it or try to make yarn from wool or try to make butter or whatever 
which is something we…Well, we were the first museum in Denmark which actually did that back 
in the early sixties. The tradition is still…But that’s the two main ways. But we also, and that’s 
quite important, we never teach pupils from schools which are not on beforehand acquainted to the 
museum and the subject back in their class. But they always have a, some classes or something 
dealing with the subject before they come here. Because we don’t want to make class teaching 
because they do that better at school. We want to use what we actually can- we have the artefacts, 
we have the knowledge of how to do which their teachers don’t.  
 
Laura: Do you believe it helps to understand history better? 
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Pedersen: Yes, I believe it very much. Very much indeed. In that sense it’s very close to the 
historical novel or the historical film. It helps to understand history, especially for children or 
people who have not history as their subject, I mean, something they don’t do twenty hours a day, 
but just have a general interest. And I have a great respect for that general interest. Very great 
respect. And yes, it helps. In that sense we are also an open museum, an open air museum because 
we have this very broad audience; I mean if you look at the profiles of our visitors compare to the 
National museum itself I think it’s only about one third who go to both places; and if you looked to 
the state gallery it’s only about one tenth or one twentieth or something. We have the general 
public. There is a funny story I can tell you from our colleague in Odense. There is a small open air 
museum there. One of my colleagues once at parking lot met an elderly couple with their grandson 
and granddaughter and they say “oh, we are looking for the entrance to the Funen Village” which is 
of course…And then he said “oh, but the entrance to the museum is over there”, and then they say 
“oh, but we are not going to museum. We are going to the Funen Village”. But it really tells what 
kind of way we are perceived. And for me it also tells that the basic idea of the museum is still 
intact. Which is quite remarkable, it is. It is the late nineteenth century idea which is still very much 
intact.  
 
Laura: Well, we had an article from historians’ conference in Germany and some of them were 
confused, not confused but worried about these open air museums that they actually damage the 
understanding of history in itself that…That interpretations are not always correct and… 
 
Pedersen: Of course not. But why is it more correct because it’s behind glass in a vitrine? I have 
never understood…I know that criticism and I never understood it. It is the kind of criticism which 
says that authenticity is lower in open air museums than in traditional museums. And that to me is 
really nonsense; it’s not thought through that critique. Of course, re-enactment or recreation of 
buildings or what not is not one hundred percent correct. But no humanistic endeavour is ever one 
hundred percent correct. It is a kind of a scientific standard which suddenly open air museums in 
that critique are up to and what other museums are not. But if you really think of it, I think that their 
notion of authenticity -it’s just as authentic here but it’s on another scale you can say. They are also 
historians but I would say they are really “Quellengeschichter” but I doubt they like museums at all. 
They are probably raised in a tradition where written word is stronger than immateriality and then 
they sometimes try to divide …there are different levels in sources in which…Well, perhaps it tells 
historians in late nineteenth century but it doesn’t anymore.  
 
Laura: You’ve mention earlier about the society that you have in the museum for people to re-
enactment... 
 
Pedersen: Yes 
 
Laura: How do they join? Do they have to be educated? 
 
Pedersen: It’s not a society for re-enactment; it’s a society to the help and benefit to the open air 
museum.  And in the beginning it was really an economical society which usually collected money 
for the museum. It was founded in 1941 by so-called influential citizens and it functions as such 
today but we also now use it to recruit. Because it is people who have an interest in history and in 
the Open air museum. And they are often very knowledgeable so we use it to recruit them and then 
we subdivide them into guilds, so we have a guild for two gardens which they run under the 
oversight of one of our gardener, we have a guild for some of the women in knitting under the 
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supervision of our curator for artefacts, we have guild for our millers, under the supervision of our 
… one of our artisans who knows mills - and that’s the way you do it. And then the kind of teaching 
all way long and always under species set by the curator. 
 
Laura: Ok. That sounds interesting.  
 
Then the conversation is about to end, we thank each other for cooperation and… 
 
Laura: It’s very nice to hear that you support these people doing history you know. Re-enacting 
history, doing living history for their own interest sometimes 
 
Pedersen: Want to know that university history is a way of knowing how to deal with historical 
sources etc etc, it’s not the goal, it’s not the policy – that is perhaps also what critics they sometimes 
forget... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
